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Abstract 
Raven Bloodlines, Tsimshian Identity is an ethnographic discussion on the 
sociopolitical values lived by the Tsimshian. This thesis is written from my own Tsimshian 
perspective, describing my pedagogical journey of Tsimshian identity, politics, and law in a 
matrilineal society. This thesis aims to recognize the inclusiveness and importance of 
matrilineal ties between intertribal communities, and highlight how western interpretations of 
anthropological literature have led to colonial influence in areas such as individualized rights, 
responsibilities, and land ownership amongst the Tsimshian. I interviewed the Tsimshian 
Hereditary Chiefs of my phratry to gain insight into the responsibility held to one’s family, 
community, and nation. By understanding and living ancestral sociopolitical values, my work 
aims to add to the discussion of Indigenous methods, ethnography, and pedagogy, while 
helping the reader gain insight into Tsimshian sociopolitical structure and its influence on 
intertribal relationships.  
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Chapter One: Introduction to the Research 
The path to self-determination is an intense process and key aspect of decolonization 
amongst First Nations people today. In this journey Indigenous peoples must establish and 
define territory, discuss contemporary and traditional forms of politics and law, and transfer 
knowledge such as history, language, and traditional ways of living. This is a path and 
process that we as Indigenous people have walked for millennia, but since colonization have 
seen it pushed into a fog of colonial influence. The colonial influence has made achieving 
any of the aforementioned tasks laborious, and engaging in the western arenas where we re-
establish these relationships needs much attention in itself. 
I believe that the process of self-determination in a western political setting can 
potentially further colonial thought unless the methods being used are rooted within 
appropriate methodologies and Indigenous knowledge. In order to do this there must be a 
strong sense of identity and where that identity comes from. For the purpose of this research, 
I will be addressing the topic of identity amongst the Tsimshian of the Pacific Northwest 
Coast and how it has shaped governance, politics, and pedagogical processes. I will refer to 
identity in this context as “political identity.” 
This study focuses on political identity within a Tsimshian context, which is rooted in 
its hereditary governance systems. Because of this I will be discussing political identity and 
pedagogical processes from the perspective of a member of the Ganhada (Raven) phratry and 
the political relationship between an individual, his phratry, his tribe, and his nation on the 
Pacific Northwest Coast. Throughout this study, this assessment of political identity is 
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coupled with the Tsimshian political, legal, and social concept of wil'naat'ał (matrilineal 
bloodline). 
This thesis, outlines my understanding of political identity in relation to “wil'naat'ał,” 
how its role is understood or misunderstood in literature and current Tsimshian politics, and 
its inevitable role in Tsimshian legal methodologies guided by adaawx (Oral History), 
ayaawx (Law), and gugwilxya'ansk (process). 
The reason for choosing a specific phratry is because it is a key part of my cultural 
pedagogy and heritage. I am a member of the Ganhada phratry and I consider myself a 
member of the Tsimshian nation, but I situate myself politically amongst the Ganhada.  This 
political responsibility extends beyond current tribal and village boundaries. Therefore, to 
truly represent my political identity within the Tsimshian nation, it is necessary to understand 
my role as a Ganhada whose political responsibility extends past phratry, village, and nation. 
The Tsimshian  
The Tsimshian1 are the Indigenous people of the Pacific Northwest Coast residing 
along the Skeena River, stretching through Grenville Channel to Hartley Bay, extending to 
the Kitasoo on Princess Royal Island and encompassing the outside islands between the 
Mainland and Haida Gwaii.2 The Tsimshian have resided in this territory for millennia, and 
though the Tsimshian have occupied countless village sites and territories throughout this 
                                                 
1 The term “Tsimshian” has been spelled many different ways in past and current literature. The most 
appropriate spelling with proper pronunciation is Ts’msyen, as shown in the Tsimshian dictionary. I am 
choosing to use the spelling, “Tsimshian” as it is the most commonly used, and for the sake of consistency of 
nomenclature within anthropological material.  
2 Marjorie M. Halpin and Margaret Seguin. “Tsimshian Peoples: Southern Tsimshian, Coast Tsimshian, Nishga, 
and Gitxsan.” In Handbook of North American Indians: Northwest Coast, v. 7. Ed. William Sturtevant. 
Washington: Smithsonian Institute, 1990. 267. 
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region during this time, there are currently eight primary Tsimshian villages as shown in 
figure 1 below.  
 
Figure 1: Current Tsimshian Reserves 
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When categorizing the Tsimshian peoples, the Nisga’a and Gitksan nations are 
included because of their linguistic and cultural relations.3 Although the Nisga’a and Gitksan 
are included as Tsimshianic peoples in anthropological terms, and share legal/political 
relationships and institutions with the Tsimshian, each of these nations is unique. 
The Tsimshian have been organized by anthropologists into three separate groups: the 
Northern (or Coastal); Southern; and the interior Tsimshian. However, I am hesitant to use 
these divisions as they have only existed since colonization and can inadvertently imply a 
lack of political unity amongst the entire Tsimshian nation. In some cases, these 
anthropological divisions have taken away from the deep legal and political connections each 
of the Tsimshian tribes4 have with each other. At the time of contact there were a total of 15 
Tsimshian tribes or villages, with one tribe, the Gitwilkseba, having recently gone extinct. 
The 14 Tribes of the Tsimshian are the Kitselas, Kitsumkalum, Gitando, Gitzaxłaał, Gitsi’is, 
Gitwilgyoots, Gitlaan, Giluts'aaw, Gitnadoiks, Ginaxangiik, Gispaxlo’ots, Gitxaała. 
Gitk’a’ata, and Kitasoo. 
Phratries and Matrilineal Governing Bodies 
The Tsimshian are also organized into four exo-gamic groups, or pteex (phratries or 
clans). These pteex have extended ties to the Nisga’a, Gitksan, Tlingit, and Haida, each of 
which carry political relationships and responsibilities. The four pteex are the Ganhada, 
Gispudwada, Laxskiik, and Laxgyibuu. Each of them is represented by a crest. 
                                                 
3 Halpin and Seguin. Smithsonian Institute. 267. 
4 For the sake of clarity, I use the term “tribe,” as a collection of people belonging to different phratries, living 
within the same village or seasonal villages, who are represented by a head chief. The Tsimshian usually 
overlook the term “tribe” in this sense and just refer to the group of people by their cultural name. Often their 
name begins with, Git-, meaning “people of.” For example, Gitk’a’ata, people of the cane. This will be 
described in further detail in my second chapter.  
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The name of the pteex refers to the matrilineal lineage of the political group, and 
where they historically are from. The Ganhada are represented by the Raven (gaak) crest, and 
the word “Ganhada” is not derived from Sm’algyax, but of the Tlingit term Ganaxadi.56 The 
term Gispudwada is ancient and I have not heard a definitive translation, but have heard 
interpretations from elders, the most prominent referring to “where the people come from.” 
The Gispudwada are represented by the Killerwhale (nexł) crest. Laxskiik literally means, 
“on/where the eagles,” referring to the fact that these people came from the place of the 
eagles, and their crest is the eagle (xskiik). The Laxgyibuu refers to “on/where the wolves,” 
again referring to where the people of this lineage came from, and as such are represented by 
the wolf (gyibaaw/gyibuu). 
Wuwaap 
Within these four pteex are the wuwaap (houses). These are defined by matrilineal 
lineage much like the pteex, but represent a more local aspect of Tsimshian society. 
Primarily, the waap represents ownership and governance within a larger matrilineal family, 
wil'naat'ał. The spokesperson of the waap is the sm’ooygit (chief) who usually bears the same 
name as the house, and is the figurehead of all people born into this house through their 
mother. Ownership is represented by both material and non-material objects. This can range 
from territory (hunting, fishing, and trapping grounds), to crests, stories, songs, and sacred 
objects.  There can be numerous wuwaap within one pteex that are related or share crests, 
songs, or histories. These related houses within a pteex are usually referred to as wil'naat'ał. 
                                                 
5 I was first made aware of this by a well-known Tsimshian carver, Henry Green. I later discovered this was 
also alluded to by Boas, and many other ethnographers as described in his publication Tsimshian Mythology. 
See below.   
6 Franz Boas. Tsimshian Mythology. Thirty-First Annual Report of the Bureau of American Ethnology to the 
Secretary of the Smithsonian institution. Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1909-1910. 523. 
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Yet at times, wuwaap may share things with a waap in which they are not related, but have 
rights to through political and legal agreements. In this case, they may not be wil'naat'ał but 
simply of the same pteex. 
Wil'naat'ał 
The concept of wil'naat'ał is of key importance to this research. As mentioned above, 
the wil'naat'ał are a distinct group of wuwaap that are all related and belong to the same 
pteex. Often wil'naat'ał represent a matrilineal line of people who have similar adaawx and 
crests but have migrated into different territories. Wuwaap that make up a line of wil'naat'ał 
are often referred to as “brother” or “sister” houses, and because of this they have political 
and legal responsibilities towards each other. The wil'naat'ał is necessary for the cohesion of 
the Tsimshian as a whole, as these political bloodlines flow through and connect all the 
Tsimshian villages. I see it is the political entity that enforces the importance of intertribal 
relationality, responsibility for the sake of political cohesion on the northwest coast. This can 
clearly be seen when studying the adaawx. This facet of Tsimshian society is often 
overlooked and misunderstood by many people today. 
Luulgit 
The political landscape of the Tsimshian is largely informed by ancestral connections to 
other wuwaap and their territories. These connections to other wuwaap really define the 
political and legal terrain of the Northwest Coast. The institution that allows for political 
processes to take place is the Feast or Potlatch, which in Sm’algyax is referred to as the 
luulgit. 
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There are many different kinds of luulgit, each with their own political implications. 
Generally, the feast is where people of different pteex, wil'naat'ał, and tribes come together to 
conduct politics and business. Depending on the circumstances a single waap could put on 
the feast. However, in many cases people of the same pteex in the same village may help the 
feasting waap, or people of the same wil'naat'ał in a different village may also help. 
The luulgit has to do with asserting territorial, political, and legal decision making by 
the wuwaap and their leaders. Often the people putting on the feast are settling some sort of 
political business in regards (but not limited) to their territory, chieftainships/title, births and 
deaths, and the righting of wrongs. In this process it is normal for a waap to share its adaawx 
through speech or performance to express how its ancestral rights and lineages are attached 
to the issue being discussed in the feast. 
Adaawx and Ayaawx 
The adaawx play a very important role within the luulgit. The luulgit is often one of 
the only times the adaawx are told or displayed through performance in a public setting. The 
adaawx represent the history of a waap or tribe. If a waap is putting on a feast by themselves, 
they would most likely tell their own adaawx as opposed to that of the tribe in which they 
reside. It is against the ayaawx (laws and protocols) to claim another’s adaawx. Our adaawx 
often refer to times of conflict or disorder, and offer solutions to these issues. In that sense, 
they are continuous lessons that offer guidance in conflict resolution, and internal or external 
struggle. These struggles are seen in both the human and spiritual realm, as both these realms 
influence everyday Tsimshian life. 
 8 
The ayaawx are the laws and protocols that are upheld in the political life of 
Tsimshian people. These laws are not only exercised in political institutions, but are upheld 
at all times in life. Our ayaawx are derived out of our relationship with the land and tell a 
narrative of our relationship with all things living on it. Because of this our law is like a 
blending of two different types of law, human and natural. I have experienced this first hand 
working with our knowledge keepers. For example, the ayaawx we follow in the luulgit is 
very rigid and institutional, yet harvesting throughout the territory can be guided by how the 
weather, animals, or spirit speaks to us that day. The ayaawx, or to follow our ayaawx, is to 
follow a way of life that keeps order. This legal order exists in all facets of Tsimshian life. It 
is generally enforced by the wilgagoosk, the wise ones. If it is not followed, we often see a 
backlash through the physical or spiritual world. This backlash can range from political 
disorder and conflict, to bad weather and diminishing resources. 
Gugwilx’ya'ansk 
The luulgit, adaawx, and ayaawx are key aspects of society that guide Tsimshian life. 
Gugwilx’ya'ansk is the process within which these concepts exist. I like to conceptualize 
gugwilx’ya'ansk as the learning process for an individual. In the Tsimshian world, 
gugwilx’ya'ansk is literally translated as the process of passing down or “For all time 
walking/distribute." What is being passed down ranges from teachings, laws, and stories to 
intellectual, and tangible property. Gugwilx'ya'ansk is practiced daily in the Tsimshian world 
through hunting, gathering, or by simply listening to our elders and knowledge holders. The 
luulgit, however, is the predominant institution for passing down specific laws, teachings, 
and property that give us the knowledge to govern our people.  This is where gugwilx'ya'ansk 
thrives. 
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In my world, where academia converges with the Tsimshian paradigm, 
gugwilx'ya'ansk has become my learning journey, or learning process. My elders and 
experiences are continuously influencing this process, so I can further learn to be a part of 
Tsimshian politics, and have our paradigm represented accurately in the western world. 
An important aspect of passing down ancestral knowledge is following specific 
ayaawx. An example of this is being restricted to one’s own adaawx and intangible properties 
(such as knowledge), and who is teaching you and when. I see this transfer of knowledge as 
the Tsimshian pedagogical process. This pedagogical process is completely influenced by the 
pteex and wil'naat'ał of which you are born, and localized into a geopolitical setting. For 
example, those who carry the brunt of your political/legal training and teaching are your 
maternal uncles in your waap. The knowledge that is passed down has to do with utilizing the 
territory you were born into as a tool to navigate the legal and political world of the 
Tsimshian. 
I have tried to express the relationship between Tsimshian political processes, and 
some of the terms mentioned earlier through a diagram to help illustrate the 
interconnectedness of these concepts. 
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Figure 2: Cyclical relationship of Tsimshian Political Values  
I will begin this description with the wil’naat’ał. For us, our matriline is what gives us life. It 
is the bloodline that brought us and our ancestors into the world. It is a cyclical beginning 
and future of our lineage. This matriline has a story, the adaawx. You have rights to that story 
through birth; that story tells you where you come from, what you own, and why you sit on 
the territory you sit on today. That territory is the laxyuup. I have heard our elders say “the 
women are the means to the land.” Essentially, the matriline carries the means to access lands 
through birth and its story. The laxyuup, paired together with your wil’naat’ał and adaawx, 
informs you who will pass down which information in order to be a productive member of 
society. The land influences your pedagogy, and the passing down of knowledge, 
gugwilx’ya’ansk. The teachers in this process are from your matriline and your education 
happens on the land you were born into. With pedagogical process come protocols and law, 
or ayaawx. Ayaawx creates consistency, sustainability, and justice within the political 
institution of the luulgit, the institution that we express ourselves politically, most often as a 
Wil'naat'ał 
(Matrilineal 
bloodline and 
property)
Adaawx (Story -
reinforcing way 
of life)
Laxyuup 
(Territory)
Gugwilxya'ansk
(Pedagogy)
Ayaawx
(Politics and Law)
Luulgit
(Governance/
Institutions) 
 11 
matriline. This brings us full circle back to the wil’naat’ał, as it legitimizes who we are, as a 
matrilineal body within a sociopolitical and socioeconomic setting.  
The Researcher 
As a researcher I must situate myself. I have investigated a Tsimshian paradigm 
within a Western academic institution. By situating myself I can show my traditional and 
academic views when approaching research. Both Tsimshian and academic knowledge 
follow protocols and by situating myself as a researcher and a community member, I have 
tried to honor both of these ways of knowing and express my paradigmatic approach to my 
research. Within the academic setting it is important that the community and university 
understand how this research is important to me and what encouraged me to do it. Within the 
cultural setting of the Tsimshian I act as a member representing a Waap (house) and 
matriline. This is very important when discussing issues revolving around politics. My elders 
have always told me that my actions are representative of my clan. As a member of the house 
of Wii Hai Wass of Gitk’a’ata, I am not only acting as a representative of myself but of these 
lineages as well. 
Growing up, I was always told the importance of introducing myself by my phratry, I 
especially realize this importance now as community member and researcher. Because I have 
lived most of my life outside my village, it has been essential for others to know where I 
come from. By introducing myself as a member of a phratry I situate myself within a lineage. 
This lineage is matrilineal and has been passed down from my mother. My great uncle, who 
has been given the name Sm’ooygit Sax, reminds me of this importance every time we speak. 
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He often asks “where did you come from?”7 and further states. “you came from the womb of 
your mother, and this is who you are.”8 
My traditional name is La’goot, which can be roughly translated as “of the heart.” 
This comes from the Sguuxs language, a dialect of the Southern Tsimshian that has been 
diminishing since colonization. The Gitk’a’ata people spoke this language prior to contact. 
After colonization the Sm’algyax language has become more prominent amongst the 
Tsimshian peoples. My Waap is Wii Hai Wass, and I have been adopted into this Waap by 
the Raven clan elders of Gitk’a’ata. My mother’s name is Gisigwilgwelk, meaning northern 
lights, and she belongs to this Raven house as well. My true matriarchal lineage comes 
through my grandmother, who was known as a Raven from Metlakatla, though her 
matriarchal great grandmother comes from the Ganhada/Lax Seel(Frog) house of 
Luutgudziiwuss in Gitksan territory. My mother’s father is Łuulbxskiig. He is a respected 
elder from the house of Sinaxeet, the eagle waap of the Gitk’a’ata. I have been adopted by 
the Raven Waap in Gitk’a’ata because my grandfather and the Gitk’a’ata are the ones who 
have taught me our traditional ways. Because my father is of European descent, it has been 
the natural role for my mother’s wilksi’waatk, or paternal clan, to teach me. Traditionally for 
a man, it is the role of the wilksi’waatk to teach how to live with the land until he is old 
enough to learn from his uncles. Which is why my mother’s wilksi’waatk taught me their 
ways in their territory.  
I was born in Burns Lake, British Columbia, I spent the first eighteen years of my life 
living in Burns Lake with members of the Lake Babine Nation, Tsil Kaz Koh (Burns Lake 
                                                 
7 Harvey Ridley; Sax, Personal experience. December 2011 
8 Harvey Ridley; Sax, Personal experience. December 2011 
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Band), and Broman Lake Wet’suwet’en. I grew up surrounded by Carrier and Wet’suwet’en 
culture, and within this culture the clan system is prominent. This allowed me to begin 
making connections between my identity, my culture, and my matrilineal lineage. Becoming 
more politically aware of issues in Indigenous communities, while finding healing and 
belonging in the village of my grandfather, was a catalyst for my journey as a learner of what 
it meant to be a part of the Gitk’a’ata and amongst our coastal peoples.  
How Does My Perspective Influence the Research? 
A key aspect of understanding Tsimshian politics and law is comprehending how it 
establishes relationships around you. This has been understood by our elders for millennia, 
and is learned through experience. One aspect of Tsimshian society is that in order to 
understand law and politics and solve issues, you must have lived experience in the 
Tsimshian world. 
As I learn more about adaawx, ayaawx, and gugwilx’ya’ansk, the more I am able to 
implement it, not only into my research, but into decisions I make on a daily basis. When we 
are able to do this in government and politics, we begin to decolonize. I believe it is essential 
for the Tsimshian paradigm to influence this research, in order for it to be beneficial to our 
people. Jim McDonald once told me “a lot of people can call themselves a sm’ooygit because 
they know the adaawx, but a true sm’ooygit not only knows the adaawx, but uses it to solve 
problems.”9 
This is one instance where I began to understand the importance of adaawx, and how 
we each have a lineage that tells our story. This story is the truth, and if we allow these 
                                                 
9 James A. McDonald. Personal Experience. February 2011. 
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ancestral stories to influence our modern day struggles, they will still represent the truth for 
us in the face of colonial thought. I have started to apply this philosophy to my own research 
and political endeavors. 
Our adaawx narrate how we have engaged with the lands on which we have resided 
for millennia. They also inform us about our relationships with each other. Dr. Charles 
Menzies and I had a conversation about the adaawx, and it was not until then that I could put 
my thoughts into words. From what I understand, he challenged the concept that the adaawx 
was being interpreted in a chronological order.10 The purpose of the adaawx at large was not 
to define who settled where and when, but to describe through historical events and 
migration the political processes and interconnectedness between wuwaap. I do not think I 
could have ever learned this from studying literature about the Tsimshian; it is something that 
needs to be seen, felt, learned, and lived within the community.  
A common flaw of western research on the Tsimshian is not emphasizing the web of 
relationships that our adaawx create. Instead, the approach is derived from Western forms of 
thought. The emphasis in the literature, and what has now worked its way into Band 
Councils, is that the adaawx should be interpreted chronologically, defining strict territorial 
boundaries that do not represent dynamic relationships within the Tsimshian. This mode of 
thought represents a colonial way of thinking that enforces western conceptions of property 
ownership, eroding the ability of the Tsimshian to work together as they once did. It also 
influences our understanding of time and history. The adaawx should not be interpreted 
through a western lens. When it is interpreted this way we witness the inclusion of colonial 
values such as individualism, capitalism, the disassociation of humans and nature and overall 
                                                 
10 Charles Menzies. Personal Experience. Spring 2015.  
 15 
disconnectedness between nations. This, in turn, has the potential to skew our understanding 
of how we relate to the rights, laws, and protocols of our society, and ultimately undermines 
the very purpose of wil'naat'ał. 
Modern Day Tsimshian Politics and Wil'naat'ał 
The impetus behind my research stems from my understanding of the wil'naat'ał and 
its lack of recognition in both academic and western settings. The wil'naat'ał represent a 
political identity that ensures inclusiveness, shared rights and territory, and fluid legal 
agreements throughout coastal peoples. Western politics, law, and policy have slowly eroded 
the concept of the wil'naat'ał away from everyday politics within the Tsimshian nation. This 
has led to the individualization of Villages/Tribes, their exclusion in regards to territorial 
rights, divide and conquer tactics when negotiating nation to nation, misconceptions of 
boundaries and land ownership, and little room for territorial negotiations and conflict 
resolution through our ayaawx. 
Some key historical events that influenced this are the imposition of the Indian Act 
(1876) and the creation of Band Councils and Indian Reserves, the potlatch ban (1885 – 
1951), the westernization of social living structure, and on-going negotiations for self-
governance between Indian Act villages and the Canadian government, as opposed to the 
Tsimshian as a whole. 
Traditional intertribal politics of the Tsimshian are still actualized and seen on a 
regular basis in our hereditary system. We can still witness the legal role of the wil'naat'ał 
and its political implications in our Tsimshian political institution, the Feast Hall or Potlatch. 
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However, hereditary protocols, laws, and teachings do not always translate or find their way 
into Indian Act politics, the BC treaty process, or self-government negotiations.  
McDonald explains the change of the political environment in recent history. 
 
Much of today’s leadership in the Tsimshian communities was born after the potlatch 
law was dropped in 1951 and after the vote was extended to status Indians in 1949 for 
provincial elections in BC and 1960 for federal elections.  Their experiences have 
been shaped by the emergence of Aboriginal Rights and treaties, a resurgence of 
political activism and struggle.  Under these conditions, Indigenous corporate groups 
within the communities are reforming and asserting their identity.11 
 
With this new, emerging politic came new-found power structures within the Indian Act 
governments. Some examples are band owned companies involved in resource extraction, 
development corporations, treaty organizations, and the recognition of Band Councils as 
representatives of tribal territories. In this process, Indigenous people began engaging with 
governments in colonial arenas where there was little room for Indigenous methods and 
processes. 
As Indigenous people were becoming more legitimate politically in the western 
world, at the same time we begin to see the shift in Village governments having more power 
than the hereditary structure. This sense of empowerment has been relatively new for First 
Nations people, and it comes with a “colonial fog” that clouds our current systems of 
governance.  In some cases, it is still necessary to use this approach of Indian Act politics to 
get recognition within the Canadian legal system. However, we must now begin to address 
                                                 
11 James A. McDonald. “Tsimshian Wil'naat'ał and society,” in New Proposals: Journal of Marxism and 
Interdisciplinary Inquiry;  Vol. 8. (Of One Heart: Gitxaała and Our Neighbours), No. 1. 2016. 5.  
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how to utilise the ancestral laws in place of colonial processes of which we have become a 
part. 
Tsimshian people who grew up prior to or during the potlatch ban saw a time where 
governance was still largely controlled by hereditary figures. Prior to the ban, it was these 
hereditary leaders and their Wuwaap who governed and managed territories and any 
legal/political matters associated with them. During the ban, this aspect of Tsimshian 
structure was less prominent, as it was intrinsically tied to the Feast or Potlatch. Hereditary 
matters and Feasts often went underground. 
Today, we are fortunate to have elders who grew up in a time when hereditary 
systems and roles were strong, and governed everyday society. These elders are fluent in the 
ways of the Feast Hall and still maintain these morals and laws in their everyday political 
lives, both consciously and unconsciously. I have been able to witness this in different social 
situations, from choir practice12 to hereditary meetings involving strict protocols and legal 
process. But there is a generational gap between the age of the majority of our Indian Act 
representatives and the elders who govern the hereditary system and live this life daily. If an 
Indigenous group’s political identity and political dealings are rooted within a colonial 
context or colonial thought, it will only further the process of colonization. This is especially 
dangerous for the younger generation. In some cases, this has been so for the Tsimshian of 
the Northwest Coast, as explained by James McDonald: 
                                                 
12 At the time of colonization, members of Tsimshian society often adopted Christian music into their lives, and 
are very fond and at times strict when it comes to expressing themselves in religious music. In many ways, I 
would accredit this to a facet of Tsimshian society “the secret societies” that had dissolved with the adoption of 
Christianity. The Secret Societies often expressed relationship and connection to the spirit world through 
ceremonial/ritual song and dance. The Gitga’ata have had a rich history of music and choir where they sing in 
Sm’algyax and are regularly asked to perform at ceremonies, funerals, and events throughout Tsimshian 
communities and their neighbours.  
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The prevailing understanding of Tsimshian social organization has long been clouded 
in a fog of colonialism. The resulting interpretation of the indigenous property 
relations marches along with the new colonial order but is out of step with values 
expressed in the teachings of the wilgagoosk – the wise ones who archived their 
knowledge in the historical narratives called adaawx and other oral sources.13 
 
In this excerpt, McDonald specifically addresses conceptions of land ownership. However, 
this understanding can be applied to the ideology that surrounds current Tsimshian politics. 
Tsimshian people have two very different forms of governance and politics 
influencing their everyday life. On one hand, there is a very complex traditional system of 
governance and law with distinct histories and relationships between differing nations and 
tribes. On the other hand, there is the Band Council system which is also very complex, but 
which focuses on an individual Village’s relationship with the Federal and Provincial 
government, as opposed to the greater nation. 
When examining the history of First Nations people in BC, it becomes obvious that 
colonialism has affected identity in numerous ways, and for the sake of this research, has 
caused several shifts in what I refer to as “political identity”. These shifts also portray a 
change in power dynamics in their relationship within Indigenous communities and with 
European settlers and governments. At one time, Tsimshian people would have had a strong 
sense of power in their relationship with the newcomers. They would have influenced trade 
and relationships while maintaining traditional law and governance in their home villages. In 
some cases it allowed hereditary chiefs to assert more power by exploiting a new capitalist 
system. The most famous example was Ligeex of the Gispaxlo’ots controlling trade with and 
access to the Hudson’s Bay trading post in Fort Simpson and along parts of the Skeena 
                                                 
13 James Andrew McDonald, “Tsimshian Wil'naat'ał and society,” Unpublished Paper (2013), 2. 
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River.14 Charles Menzies describes how the status of certain Gitxaała sm’gyigyet rose due to 
ownership over economically beneficial territories. Often, sm’gyigyet were able to hold 
economic power in both a traditional system as well as the colonial system well into the 20th 
century.15 Most sm’gyigyet continued to exercise their power upon the arrival of the 
newcomers; however, how each village and their leaders were influenced by these systems is 
unique to their own interactions with the colonial government. 
Later into the 20th century, there was an overwhelming amount of control imposed 
through colonial policy and law, which still exists today. Today we find ourselves reclaiming 
our power, or the balance that existed at the time of contact. 
In this research, an important factor for me is to recognize how each of these 
situations affected how we came to understand our place in politics. Prior to the imposition of 
colonial law, almost all major decisions would have been conducted with the interests of the 
greater nation, and one’s clan and wil'naat'ał in mind. In modern Indian Act politics this is 
not the case. To me, this is an example of how we have lost our political identity through 
colonial forms of governance. 
We are in a place today where colonial habits might influence future processes of 
decolonization in a negative way, but we have the knowledge and teachings to not allow this 
to happen. This is why in this research I have decided to look to the teachings, concepts, and 
connections that fueled our political life for millennia.  
                                                 
14 Susan Marsden and Robert Galois. “The Tsimshian, the Hudson’s Bay Company, and the Geopolitics of the 
Northwest Coast Fur Trade, 1787-1840.” Canadian Geographer/Le Géographe canadien 39 (2): 169-83.  
15 Charles R. Menzies. People of The Saltwater: An Ethnography of the Git lax m’oon. Lincoln and London: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2016. 41,43.  
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Thesis Chapters 
Chapter two reviews the academic literature on this topic. In no way is it an 
exhaustive literature review of all the publications, writings, and academic discussions 
around the Tsimshian or their neighbors. However, it is a reflection of the parallels of 
learning from my clan and wil’naat’ał and whether this aspect of Ts’msyen society is 
represented in the literature I have come across.  
Chapter Three describes the methodology I used to carry out my research. This 
methodology has been inspired by Indigenous methodologies discussed by many researchers. 
I use this to guide my methods and combine them with Ts’msyen pedagogical methodologies 
used by my people since time immemorial. This methodology fits within and complements 
an ethnographic framework. In this chapter I discuss how my teachers and knowledge 
holders have incorporated traditional methodology into my learning and how this fits into 
academia.  
In Chapter Four, I present the results of my research. The results are drawn from several 
interviews with Ganhada Sm’gyigyet, specifically on their roles, responsibilities, and life 
journeys. This is then categorized into a response to each of the following three central 
research questions: 
1) In what ways do the interviews speak to waap (house), wil’naat’ał (matrilineal 
bloodline), and pteex (phratry)? 
2) How does a waap, pteex, or wil’naat’ał affect the sm’gyigyet’s identity? 
3) How does pedagogical process shape political responsibility in their everyday life?  
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This is followed by an autoethnographic discussion of my own journey as member of the 
Ganhada pteex, and interactions with countless sm’gyigyet of all places, and how my 
pedagogical experience compares to the aforementioned Ganhada sm’gyigyet and the 
academic literature.  
Chapter Five presents my final conclusions and reflections on the topic. I also 
deliberate on recommendations regarding future studies. This deliberation includes internal 
dialogue around my journey. I hope this final chapter offers enough constructive and 
introspective thought to: shed light on how we as Tsimshian people can understand our roles 
and live them in a way that adds to decolonization; provide another example of how 
Indigenous pedagogy and method can be lived and incorporated into academic study; and 
provide deeper understanding and insight into Tsimshian pedagogy and life to those involved 
with Tsimshianic studies and people.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
A large part of this research is about my journey through Tsimshian pedagogy and 
process. However, I have learned a great deal through the published literature on Tsimshian 
peoples. The literature on the Tsimshian has become a facet for our people to express culture, 
language, arts, politics, and law in the western world. Each of these aspects of society are still 
expressed and learned within the communities, but in some settings academia remains a tool 
to further the process of decolonization.  
For my literature review, I will focus on key ethnographic material on the Tsimshian 
that is widely used in academia. I will organize this overview into two sections, the first 
being the Boasian period, starting with Franz Boas (late 19th century- early 20th century), and 
continuing with ethnographers such as Marius Barbeau, William Beynon, Edward Sapir and 
Viola Garfield. All of these scholars were connected in some way through their relationships 
within the discipline of Anthropology and ethnographic study of the Tsimshian. The second 
section represents a more recent era of ethnographers starting with Wilson Duff (late 1950s-
1960s) up until current ethnographers who still work in our communities in both academic 
and non-academic settings. 
 For years, outsiders have been studying the Tsimshian people. In this research I 
address a topic that is implicit in many publications, but only explicit in a handful: the 
concept of “wil’naat’ał.” This is the concept that drives my methodology and pedagogical 
process as a Tsimshian person. I feel it is necessary for anyone engaging in Tsimshian 
politics to understand this concept, as it is key in both village to village and nation to nation 
political/legal processes. It also sets a foundation for Tsimshian identity. In order for my 
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research to have a valid place in current literature, it should reflect and add to the existing 
literature.  
The concept of wil’naat’ał must be situated within the discussion of Tsimshian 
societal divisions, in order to have a complete understanding of how it fits into Tsimshian 
life. I have provided a chart that sets out the terms of the divisions in Tsimshian societal 
structure as presented in literature on the Tsimshian. The authors used are ones who 
specifically discuss Tsimshian society and its social divisions. Many others use the terms, 
and discuss them, but do not lay them out in as much detail. 
 Growing up I have heard a number of distinctions and terms used to categorize these 
aspects of our society, many of which are used interchangeably without clarification. For 
example, I have heard elders, community members, and academics refer to pteex (phratry) as 
tribe, clan, or phratry and galts’ap (village) referred to as nations, villages, and tribes. I have 
witnessed firsthand how the misuse of these terms negatively influence tribal meetings, 
government to government negotiations, and literature. The most direct way to address these 
social distinctions is by using the Sm’algyax term.    
 I will describe the English and Sm’algyax terms I use, and later, offer a brief 
explanation of why I have decided to use them. As mentioned earlier, the easiest way to 
ensure that the correct nomenclature is used is by adopting Sm’algyax terms. Upon reading 
this chart I hope that the reader considers the importance of Indigenous language in these 
contexts. I have found in most cases, where there is a Sm’algyax word for social divisions, 
there are very important implications around land tenure, laws, and protocols. Where there is 
not a Sm’algyax term, there is a western term/idea that has been imposed that has brought on 
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western ideas and concepts of societal organization. There are also complex concepts of 
governance and identity in the language, that tie in some form of inclusion between coastal 
peoples. The concepts that only have an English term often hold the most colonial and 
individualistic baggage when it comes to current political relations. A good example is the 
use of the term “Nation.” Nation can be and is interpreted many different ways and what it 
represents often depends on context. For the Tsimshian, “Nations” do not always reflect a 
more sovereign traditional political system. In one context They are indicative of how First 
Nations have been able to represent themselves as unique political ethnic groups within 
Canadian society and western governments, to which, Canadian society has best responded. 
In another context, it refers to a larger cultural group independent of the Indian Act 
“nations”, such as the Tsimshian, Nisga’a, Gitksan, Haida, etc. This is the context which I 
use this term. 
The Tsimshian, Nisga’a, and Gitksan are often referred to as the “Tsimshianic” 
peoples. On some level this categorization has been based on colonial research and linguistic 
similarities, yet there is a truth to their deep ancestral connections that should be recognized 
and discussed in more detail. The term “Tsimshianic,” seems to simplify the relationship, and 
many current scholars dislike using it. However, whether by chance or not, early 
anthropologists were correct when they recognized these “Nations” as interconnected.  
However, this differentiation between the Tsimshian, Nisga’a, and Gitksan has 
become a part of current Coastal identities. Each of the concepts, and terms have similar 
complexities and baggage when used in a western context, Nation is one example. My hope 
is that readers will not get hung up on how western thought has divided Coastal peoples 
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through terms like “nation,” but how Sm’algyax terms will in the end, show our deep cultural 
and ancestral ties with one another.  
The Nomenclature of Tsimshian Societal structure 
       
Sm’algyax16 Refer to 
people (e.g. 
Ts’msyen, 
Gitksan, 
Nisga’a) 
Ts’ap/ 
Gyit= 
Wil’naat’ał  Pteex  Waap  
Anthropological  
Term I Use 
Nation Tribe/ 
People 
Matrilineal 
Bloodline/ 
Clan 
Phratry House 
Example Tsimshian Gitk’a’ata Temlaxham 
Gispudwada 
Ganhada Wii Hai  
Waas 
Boas17 Refers to 
Tsimshian 
(Tsimshian 
Proper), 
Gitksan, 
and Nisga’a 
as 
Tsimshianic 
Tribe/Town States 
wil’naat’ał 
is any group 
of related 
people/ uses 
the term 
subdivision 
or subgroup 
Exogamic 
Group 
House/ 
Subdivision/ 
X group 
Barbeau18 Refers to 
each group 
specifically, 
sometimes 
uses term 
Tsimshianic 
Tribe Clan Phratry House 
Garfield19 Refers to Village Sub-clan Exogamous House 
                                                 
16 “Sm’algyax Living Legacy Talking Dictionary,” Sm’algyax Online Dictionary, Accessed Febraury 20, 2017, 
http://web.unbc.ca/~smalgyax/. 
17 Franz Boas, Tsimshian Mythologies, Washington: Smithsonian Institute; Bureau of American Ethnology, 
1916. 
18 Marius Barbeau. Totem Poles of the Gitksan, upper Skeena River, British Columbia. Ottawa: Queens Printer, 
1973. 
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Tsimshian 
(Tsimshian 
Proper), 
Gitksan, 
and Nisga’a 
as 
Tsimshianic 
Clan (non-
local)/ 
Clan 
Seguin- 
Anderson20 
Refers to 
each group 
specifically 
Tribe/ 
Village/ 
Group 
Branch 
Lineage 
Exogamous 
Matrilineal 
Clan/ Clan 
House 
Miller21 Nation Town/ 
Tribe 
Refers to  
Matrilineal 
Kinship 
Ties 
Crest/ 
Phratry/ 
Matri-Clan/  
Moeity 
House 
McDonald22 Nation Tribe/ 
Galts’ap 
Wil’naat’ał/ 
Clan 
Pteex/ 
Phratry 
Waap 
Roth23 Nation Tribe/ 
Galtsi’ts’ap 
Wil’naat’ał/ 
Clan 
Pteex/ 
Phratry 
House/ 
Waap 
      
 
The First Wave - The Boasian Period 
The first wave of ethnography was undertaken in the late 19th century, which was a 
unique time in Tsimshian history. The fur trade had existed for decades and western forms of 
                                                                                                                                                       
19 Viola Garfield. “Tsimshian Clan and Society” University of Washington Publications in Anthropology, (7)(3) 
(1939):167-340. 
20 Marjorie Halpin and Margaret Seguin-Anderson. “Tsimshian peoples: Southern Tsimshian, Coast Tsimshian, 
Nishga, and Gitksan” in Handbook of North American Indians, Vol. 7: Northwest Coast, ed. William C. 
Sturtevant. Smithsonian Institution Scholarly Press,1990. 267-284. 
21 Jay Miller. Tsimshian Culture: A Light Through the Ages (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska 
Press), 1997. 
 
22 James A. McDonald, People of the Robin. CCI Press & Alberta ACADRE Network: 2003. 
23 Roth, Chris. Becoming Tsimshian: the social life of names. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2008. 
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capitalism and governance had infiltrated traditional Tsimshian politics, economy, and 
spirituality. Colonial influence was apparent and many believed that Indigenous cultures, 
practices, and beliefs were relics of the past. This can be seen in Franz Boas’ work where he 
notes that participants were reluctant to express themselves in traditional ways as they were 
oppressed by concepts of what is and is not proper.24  
 Throughout his work with the Tsimshian, Boas employed a Tsimshian man named 
Henry Tate from the village of Port Simpson to conduct much of his fieldwork. Tate 
conducted interviews in Sm’algyax and helped Boas to translate these interviews. However, 
as Boas states in his book Tsimshian Mythologies, Tate was inclined to not fully express the 
old type of Tsimshian traditions or myths because it may have been offensive to Boas. This is 
a prime example of the issue mentioned above. When analyzing the ethnographic work done 
in this time period, one has to be aware of the shortcomings of the research. It is beneficial 
for the readers that Boas addresses this in the first few chapters of his book Tsimshian 
Mythologies. However, there are many cases where these issues are not addressed.  
The fact that Tate thought that the nature of Tsimshian stories was too explicit for 
Boas acknowledges the boundaries that exist when an outsider is attempting to conduct 
research in a foreign cultural setting. The content that was kept from Boas would have 
allowed him to glean insights into Tsimshian worldview, but it was seen as inappropriate for 
a westerner to know. I feel, this still happens today when addressing adaawx, ayaawx, and 
gugwilx’ya’ansk.  
                                                 
24 Franz Boas, Tsimshian Mythologies, Washington: Smithsonian Institute; Bureau of American Ethnology, 
1916. 31.  
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I have not come across any real description of how wil’naat’ał fits into the political 
landscape of the Tsimshian in Boas’ work. The only direct reference I have found was in his 
book Tsimshian Mythologies where he states, “any kind of a group of people is called wul-
na-t!ā’l (a company society).” Aside from this misinterpretation of wil’naat’ał, he goes on to 
offer an in depth study of Tsimshian societal divisions. Boas’ research has thorough 
descriptions of clans, houses, and everyday relationships between them. While this gives us 
insight into Tsimshian society, I think that someone would need to spend a considerable 
amount of time in a community that is still strict in its traditional practices, before 
recognizing the importance of wil’naat’ał and intertribal clan relations in governance. 
Readers would not glean this from Boas’ writings.  
 When looking at Boas’ research we have to ask the questions: what information did 
Tate see relevant for Boas; and What information from Tate did Boas see as relevant? From 
here it is possible to look at the information published, with the wil’naat’ał and intertribal 
clan connections in mind, and come to our own conclusions.   
 An example of this is shown in a description of the relationship between two Eagle 
chiefs in a time of war, where the infamous Tsimshian Chief Lige’ex attempts to recruit 
warriors from another village to avenge the capturing of his sister and nephew. He persuades 
the neighboring village to help by describing his sister as their sister through their Eagle 
wil’naat’ał.25 The concept of “wil’naat’ał” is not directly discussed by Boas in this story. As 
a researcher, it is my responsibility to make these connections and answer questions around 
how clan ties/wil’naat’ał affect relationships in warfare, starvation, political issues, and also 
                                                 
25 Franz Boas, Tsimshian Mythologies, Washington: Smithsonian Institute; Bureau of American Ethnology, 
1916. 382.  
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to be able to draw these conclusions out of our stories. There are many examples similar to 
this in the adaawx that Boas recorded. However, one would have to understand the concept 
of wil’naat’ał beforehand to pull these themes out of the adaawx. Boas set the stage for 
Tsimshian ethnography, and there are countless publications discussing his methods. For the 
purpose of my research, my use of his material is limited to adaawx that relate to my 
wil’naat’ał and methods. 
Edward Sapir was another ethnographer in this era and also happened to be a student 
of Franz Boas. In his works, I have found one instance that specifically refers to the concept 
of wil’naat’ał. It reads as follows: 
The phratries are subdivided into smaller groups that may be termed clans or, perhaps 
preferably, families. The Indian term for these subdivisions is wil’naatał, though the 
more inclusive term pteqt seems also to be used to apply to them; wilnatał may be 
translated as “being together with another” (cf. Tsimshian reduplicated na-tełta’ł 
“company”), i.e. “group of kinsmen dwelling together.26  
 
In this excerpt, Sapir is able to classify wil’naat’ał as a category of Tsimshian society, 
amongst a jumbled understanding of phratries, matrilineal bloodlines, and familial units, or 
pteex, wil’naat’ał, and waap. Though it is acknowledged here, I have not found the concept 
expanded upon elsewhere, or described in a way that shows it is entirely understood. For the 
most part, it seems that Sapir uses it interchangeably with pteex, which can cause 
considerable misinterpretation. In my research, I offer my own understanding of the concepts 
he is trying to define. My role as a researcher, however, is to acknowledge that his 
                                                 
26 Edward Sapir. Canada Geological Survey Museum Bulletin NO.19, 1915. 4.  
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informants saw this as an important aspect of Tsimshian society, and expand on that with my 
own experience and methods. 
  Marius Barbeau was also a student of Boas, and possibly the most well-known of all 
ethnographers studying the Tsimshian. His works are of great importance and continue to be 
relied upon by First Nations today. He worked extensively on oral histories, societal 
structure, and the arts of the Tsimshian, Nisga’a, and Gitksan. He employed a man named 
William Beynon who was of Tsimshian and Nisga’a descent as his fieldworker. Beynon 
became a very prominent chief and researcher amongst the Tsimshian people.  
At times it seemed his framework was grounded and conducted in a way that 
correctly represented Tsimshian social structure. Though we are not entirely sure how much 
influence his informants, like Beynon, had on his methods, his works offer great insight into 
Tsimshian society.  
I have relied heavily on all of Barbeau’s works. When I first began this project, Jim 
McDonald and I were discussing a section of his publication Totem Poles of The Gitksan, 
Upper Skeena River, British Columbia. In one section he discussed Tsimshian societal 
structure and described it as follows: 
Tribe: similar to a town, a collection of people who belong to different phratries. 
Numerous phratries and houses within a tribe, all living in the same area.  
Phratry: one of the four Tsimsyen crests, killerwhale, eagle, raven, and wolf. People 
belonging to these crests probably migrated from a specific region. 
Clan: They usually consist of several families closely related to one another, though 
scattered far and wide throughout the tribe of one nation or beyond. Their members 
claim the same traditional rights and privileges. The various branches of a clan, or 
families and households issued from each other in the course of time, and for this 
reason maintain ties of mutual goodwill and interdependence. They assist one another 
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in the outstanding events of their ceremonial life- the potlatches that accompany 
death, marriage, and the erection of totem poles. 
Their remote origin is often lost in obscurity; and the farther removed the 
collateral branches of a clan, the less distinctly their relationship is remembered. Still, 
objective evidence of a common origin itself at times yields clues where human 
memory fails.27  
 
Barbeau uses the terms “phratry” and “clan” as two different divisions of Tsimshian societal 
structure. In the current literature, phratry has been adopted as the best-suited term for what 
we refer to as Pteex. What Barbeau is describing under the term “clan”, Tsimshian people 
would refer to as wil’naat’ał. What is interesting is that up until this point in the literature, 
there was not much discussion about the wil’naat’ał being a key social group, only references 
to it. Barbeau offers a fairly detailed description of the role of the wil’naat’ał, especially in 
comparison to Sapir’s reference. Until recently, many ethnographers have overlooked this 
category of Tsimshian social structure and only include Nation, Village, Tribe, Phratry 
(Clan), and House. Barbeau clearly states that the concept of wil’naat’ał is an important piece 
of traditional societal structure,  
I like the way Barbeau defines the term “tribe” above, and have decided to use that 
distinction. This is out of personal preference. If one were to describe the “tribe” in 
Sm’algyax they would just use the name of the body of people, for example Gitk’a’ata, 
Gitxaała, Gitwilgyo’ots, Gispaxlo’ots, Gitlan, Kitsumkalum, Kitselaasu (Kitselas), 
Gitmaadm (Kitimat), Gitwanguhl (Gitanyow), Gitwangax (Kitwanga), Gingolix (Kincolith) 
to only name a few. I prefer to use this method. Each of these tribes has a unique identity, but 
                                                 
27 Marius, Barbeau. Totem Poles of the Gitksan, upper Skeena River, British Columbia. Ottawa: Queens Printer, 
1973. 152. 
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they are deeply connected through clan ties and wil’naat’ał. Often these unique tribal 
identities are important and have come from their histories and distinctive wuwaap (houses) 
that migrated into the tribes throughout their histories. I do not refer to these tribes as nations, 
as I see it as a modern term that denotes separatism within the Tsimshian people as a whole. 
It is most relevant in an Indian Act context, as opposed to something following Tsimshian 
ayaawx. I find using the term “nation” in the context mentioned in the previous paragraph 
even comes with its faults. 
When using English, I will use the term phratry; however, I will use pteex as much as 
possible. As mentioned above, pteex does not only exist in a Tsimshian context; but the term 
also exists amongst the Tsimshian, Nisga’a, and Gitksan. Phratries exist throughout the 
Northwest Coast and across North America in distinct Indigenous contexts. When referring 
to a group that uses a different language but have wil’naat’ał ties I may use phratry or pteex 
interchangeably, though when speaking to a person of that place I would not use my 
language unless I knew they could speak it as well.  
As stated previously, Barbeau refers to wil’naat’ał as “clan”. As far as I could find, 
this is the earliest detailed description of wil’naat’ał. Barbeau recognizes the legal intricacies 
of this facet of traditional society. Even though he focuses on totem poles on the Upper 
Skeena and the adaawx they represent, this consciously includes the Nisga’a and Tsimshian. 
Countless times indirect references to Tsimshian wuwaap come into play as totem poles 
often tell of a wil’naat’ał.  
 There are times where it seems that Barbeau and Beynon were conducting research 
with this concept in mind but they never overtly state it as being a part of their framework. 
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For example, Beynon did interviews with numerous hereditary chiefs in an attempt to record 
all of the oral histories, houses (including names, crests, and belongings), territories and their 
familial connections. In his field notes he recognizes the importance of matrilineal lineage 
and actually maps it out. But he never takes the discussion any further on how that lineage, or 
the wil’naat’ał, has political and legal responsibilities. 
 In 1917 Barbeau wrote a paper on Franz Boas in which he addresses how Boas 
organizes and conceptualizes Tsimshian societal structure. In this paper he critiques Boas for 
his lack of discussion on “phratry and clan.” It is important to keep in mind that Barbeau uses 
phratry interchangeably with pteex and clan interchangeably with wil’naat’ał.  
In the beginning of this paper Barbeau uses Boas’ assessment of the Royal 
Gispudwada migration from Temlaxham as an example of kinship ties amongst the 
Tsimshian.28 What he essentially describes is how closely tied the Tsimshian are through 
their wil’naat’ał.  He goes on to state: 
Dr. Boas here avoids using the terms of “phratry” and “clan,” It is because their 
identity, at first sight, is not so clear as might be expected. It may take some time, 
even in the field, to pick up the entangled threads of the elusive kinship system, as the 
family units are the only groups of objectivity that are plain… The Clans consist of 
many closely related families, claiming the same myth of origin and the same leading 
crests and privileges, and possibly residing in different tribes.29 
 
Barbeau’s understanding of wil’naat’ał can be seen in his work, yet he does not acknowledge 
the concept regularly or explicitly. I feel it takes someone who lives or has been immersed in 
Tsimshian politics and society to be able to understand the concept of wil’naat’ał at its 
                                                 
28 Marius Barbeau. “Review of Boas’ Tsimshian Mythology”. In American Anthropologist 19, no.4 (1917). 
548-563. 554-555.  
29Marius Barbeau. North America: Tsimshian Mythology. Franz Boas. In the “American Anthropologist” 
Volume 19, issue 4. 1917. 559.  
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fullest. If someone only had the literature to learn about these political structures, it would be 
very hard. Here is an example where Barbeau recognizes the layers of understanding needed 
to really know how crests, stories, and gugwilx’ya’ansk (process) tie into wil’naat’ał, “Their 
outlines remain concealed to the outsider until he is informed of the myth, the crests and 
derived functions, all of which have now fallen into disuse.”30 What is interesting is that he 
acknowledges the importance, complexity, and foreignism of the concept of wil’naat’ał, yet 
rarely provides an in depth discussion. Although at that time, he felt these customs were not 
in use. This could have seemed to true to the outsider, but definitely was not true. Customs 
carried out in political settings often revolved around wil’naat’ał and still do so today. At 
times, however, this is largely unrecognized.   
What can be frustrating as a researcher and community member is witnessing the 
misinterpretation and use of these works by the federal and provincial governments, as well 
as villages, or fellow researchers. As discussed in my introduction, colonization and the 
individualization of villages can act as a catalyst for misunderstanding around this type of 
research, especially when communities rely on this research in place of the cultural 
knowledge that is held by knowledge holders or, at times, has been lost. 
 The majority of Barbeau’s work is a collection and analysis of Tsimshian society and 
perhaps the most useful for me is Beynon’s fieldwork notes on each tribe’s house groups, 
origins, names, and adaawx. By going through this work I have been able to use Barbeau and 
Beynon’s implicit recognition of wil’naat’ał to clearly state my understanding of this concept 
and its place in my research. A great example of this is a collection of adaawx entitled, Raven 
Clan Outlaws. Barbeau organized a document full of adaawx surrounding the notorious 
                                                 
30 Barbeau, 1917. 559.  
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Raven Chief “Haimas,” and his war exploits.31 By analyzing these adaawx, I am able to draw 
the different connections that Haimas has through his wil’naat’ał. Though it is not directly 
discussed in the adaawx, I am able to pull out themes of governance, law, conflict resolution, 
ownership, etc.  
 Another influential ethnographer in Tsimshianic studies was Viola Garfield, also  a 
student of Boas. She lived amongst the Tsimshian in Port Simpson and, while in the field, 
worked with William Beynon. I have found that most of the research produced by her is 
understandably focused on the nine allied tribes that were living at Port Simpson at the time. 
However, the lack of representation of other tribes in her work, leads to little recognition of 
wil’naat’ał, and political obligations and connections to neighboring villages. I believe this 
leads to misunderstanding around the autonomy of Tsimshian Tribes. Nevertheless, like most 
early ethnographic research on the Tsimshian, there are inherent references to, and examples 
of, how wil’naat’ał plays a role in Tsimshian society.32  
Post-Boasian Era  
In the Post-Boasian era there was much discussion about the works that had come 
from Boas and Barbeau. Perhaps the first and one of the most recognizable ethnographers on 
this topic was Wilson Duff. Duff produced numerous publications on the topic of Tsimshian 
ethnography. For the sake of this research, I have relied on one particular set of his works, a 
massive set of re-written and organized fieldwork notes from Beynon and Barbeau. In 1958-
                                                 
31 Marius Barbeau and William Beynon. Raven Clan Outlaws on the Northwest Coast. Unpublished 
Manuscript, Folklore Division, National Museum of Man, Ottawa. N.D. 
32 Viola Edmundson Garfield. Tsimshian Clan and Society. Seattle: University of Washington, 1939.  
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1959, Duff spent time in Ottawa re-writing the notes, and they currently reside at the 
Museum of Anthropology at the University of British Columbia.  
 I have regularly used the original resource, which consists of many folders depicting 
origin stories, crests, hereditary names and territories of almost all the tribes of the 
Tsimshian, Gitksan, and Nisga’a. This resource has been particularly important because of 
the origin stories and adaawx that portray connections between wil’naat’ał when it is not 
specifically stated. When going through the materials I have been able to record and create a 
mental map of wil’naat’ał migrations, shared privileges and objects.   
Of the Tsimshian ethnographies in the past 30 years there are several individuals who 
stand out, most of whom I have been lucky enough to work or be in contact with. Some of 
these researchers are the late James McDonald, the late Marjorie Halpin, Margaret Seguin-
Anderson, Susan Marsden, Jay Miller, Charles Menzies, Chris Roth, and Kenneth Campbell. 
Their devotion to the discipline has shaped how the Tsimshian, consultants, government 
representatives, and readers of all types engage with Tsimshian studies on a political level.  
 I wish to address a status-quo interpretation of identity and rights and title. I believe 
this interpretation comes from the influence of Band Councils and face value understanding 
of the literature. The literature on our people has a great influence on peoples’ conceptions of 
identity and ownership. Here is an example from Anderson-Seguin’s work that has been 
taken at face value: 
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In general, each village was an independent territorial, economic, and political unit. 
The territories controlled by a village were the property of the local segments of each 
matrilineal phratry.33 
 
I believe Anderson has a good understanding of Tsimshian social organization. However, this 
statement, can limit how readers understand territorial political relations amongst the other 
14 tribes of the Tsimshian, and it has actually led to individualism at the community level. 
The fact that individual village control negotiations with western governments is something 
that has led to further colonization and internal conflict within our communities. I believe 
this concept has been simplified in this way so it is easier to fit into a western paradigm and 
agenda. There are many examples where these misinterpretations of structure have caused 
lateral violence amongst communities.  
Generally, I suggest that traditional systems employ inclusion and appropriate 
Tsimshian consultation process, and one societal division that facilitates this on an intertribal 
level is wil’naat’ał. Anderson does refer to wil’naat’ał later in her doctoral thesis, describing 
the connections between common origins, but also stating that “members of houses that 
shared ancient origins (and hence much of their adaawx) consider each other as "brothers and 
sisters," whether or not a known direct shared matrilineal ancestor could be identified, and 
this group could be referred to as wil’naat’ał… In recent times the links among related 
houses have weakened, and the emphasis on high rank has been dampened.”34 Anderson also 
refers to wil’naat’ał in a Gitksan context citing Beynon in the book Potlatch at Gitsegukla. 35 
                                                 
33 Margaret Seguin. “The Allied Tribes Tsimshian of North Coastal British Columbia,” a report prepared for 
the 9 Allied Tribes of the Tsimshian. 2006.  Introduction, X.  
34 Margaret Seguin. Allied tribes Tsimshian of North Coastal British Columbia. 2006. 32. 
35 William Beynon. Potlatch at Gitsegukla. Edited by Margaret Anderson and Marjorie Halpin. Vancouver: 
UBC Press, 2000. 254.  
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However, if the emphasis on wil’naat’ał in everyday Tsimshian has weakened, 
misinterpretations of the literature are likely. These misinterpretations have huge 
consequences in government to government relations. In my personal experience, the first 
excerpt mentioned above dominates the discussion of Tsimshian rights on a daily basis, 
whether that is in discussions between the Canadian Government and Indian Act nations, or 
amongst the Tsimshian themselves.  
 The influence wil’naat’ał has on how one understands adaawx and ayaawx is 
tremendous. An issue that most Indigenous groups struggle with today is defining rights and 
title. I found that most knowledge holders, and many academics, would agree that territorial 
rights and title are not as black and white, and only became black and white with Indian Act 
definitions of nations and their territories. There is a very fluid aspect of Tsimshian rights and 
title that exist amongst the imposed system we are given to work in.  
Throughout late 2014 and into 2015, I was a part of a judicial review between 
Gitga’at First Nation,36 and the Environmental Assessment Office of British Columbia and 
the Pacific Northwest LNG Limited Partnership.37 In this judicial review we were able to 
show the extended rights and title based on wil’naat’ał and continued historical use and 
occupation outside of our core territories. During the Environmental Assessment process, 
both the proponent and the provincial government decided they did not need to consult with 
the Gitga’at First Nation after going through a review of ethnographic materials and territory 
                                                 
36 I am using quotations here because I am referring to the Indian Act Nation. We fought this in the courts as the 
Gitga’at First Nation, however we have extended wil’naat’ał, that we could have worked with. This would have 
been very hard to do in the colonial courts and as a First Nation under the Indian Act.  
37 Gitga’at First Nation vs. Minister of Environment, Minister of Natural Gas Development, Executive Director 
of the Environmental Assessment Office, and Pacific Northwest LNG Limited Partnership.  
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claims. Throughout this process I was engaged first hand with the employees of the 
Environmental Assessment Office who would use the ethnographic literature to argue against 
myself, our strategic team and our Hereditary Chiefs that we did not have rights in specific 
areas. It is common for industrial proponents and western governments to do this and it is 
especially significant to me when the provincial government misinterprets the same literature 
I discuss in this thesis, and uses it against the Gitga’at First Nation.  
When critiquing the literature, it is important to know that much of the research was 
conducted at a time when band councils held more power than hereditary systems in the 
mind of the Canadian government. Indigenous people were yet to face legal battles such as 
Delgamuukw v The Queen or Tsilhqot'in Nation v. British Columbia that strengthened 
hereditary governance and title.  Band councils are a result of the Indian Act and 
colonization, and have undermined the Tsimshian hereditary system. These colonial 
influences on governance are still apparent today, and have been present in the literature 
since its beginning.  
The major flaw in the literature of this era is the individualization of the tribes and 
post-Indian Act villages. There is often a lack of recognition of political responsibility 
between the pteex and tribes in the literature. This is because the concept of wil'naat'ał is 
rarely expanded on. When applying this narrow conception of Tsimshian societal structure 
into western governance and land ownership, it works because of the individualization of the 
waap. Without the wil'naat'ał, villages are able to draw boundaries that did not exist prior to 
colonization. These boundaries did not exist because the wil'naat'ał was the connection that 
ensured political responsibilities and co-existence between, wuwaap, tribes, and nations.  
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 Chris Roth conducted research on Tsimshian hereditary names in his book Becoming 
Tsimshian: The Social Life of Names. There are several excerpts from this book that have 
been congruent with my interpretation of wil'naat'ał and pteex, and given me more 
confidence in emphasizing their political importance. Here, Roth explains Barbeau and 
Beynon’s research with this political concept in mind:  
 Such a lineage-centric understanding can be gleaned from the works of Barbeau and 
Beynon, who gathered information from multiple informants, identified by English 
name, hereditary name, crest, ancestral tribal village, and house. For them, a survey 
of Tsimshian society meant a survey of its lineages (houses)- whose clusterings as 
wilnaat’aał are in a sense the true nations of the North Coast...38 
He goes on to explain how, for the most part, this recognition of wil’naat’ał goes unspoken. 
In the adaawx, the four pteex of the Tsimshian are not regularly regarded as key parts of a 
“quadripartite structure,” but in fact, the adaawx clearly dwell on structure through a web of 
wil'naat'ał. 39 He also brings the discussion of colonial language affecting interpretations of 
Tsimshian structure by referring to the true nations of the North Coast:  
[The True nations of the North Coast]as opposed to the then emergent postcontact 
ethnoscape of what Rigsby has called “language-named tribes”: …The effect of the 
Euro-American-and consequently increasingly global- “language-named tribes” 
approach on societies that are still discernibly based on radically non-European social 
premises has been unilaterally to recast and to that extent misrepresent them as a 
tattered and defeated parody of the European-based world order of ethnolinguistically 
based nation-states. 
When viewed through a western lens, any kind of research involving Indigenous peoples 
carries colonial baggage. As Roth points out, the simple use of western language can lead to 
a mis-categorization of tribes and nations, which in this case are the Tsimshian, Nisga’a, and 
                                                 
38 Chris Roth. Becoming Tsimshian: The Social Life of Names. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2008. 
162. 
39 Chris Roth. Becoming Tsimshian: The Social Life of Names. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2008. 
178. 
 41 
Gitksan. The same misconceptions happen when it comes to the more local governing parties 
in Tsimshian society, such as pteex or waap.   
Roth seems to be questioning why in most literature on the Tsimshian, the four 
exogamic groups, or Tsimshian pteex, are regarded as major subdivisions in Tsimshian 
society that guide processes and hold governing status. He clearly suggests that the wil'naat'ał 
is the overarching political unit in the coastal political arena, compared with more local 
subdivisions of waap. Throughout this research I hope I can address some of these questions 
in a more specific manner by looking at my own wil'naat'ał. As researchers we must look at 
Chris Roth’s critique of past literature, and use this in a way to address the topic of 
decolonization. If numerous ethnographers are missing a discussion on a significant aspect of 
Tsimshian society, such as the wil'naat'ał, how does this then affect our conceptions of 
governance when they publish materials we rely on? To what extent does it hinder our ability 
to engage with our traditional conceptions of ownership, responsibility, and co-existence? 
 James Andrew McDonald was an anthropologist who was adopted by the 
Kitsumkalum people whom he worked with for over thirty years. I had the privilege to work 
under him both as a researcher and graduate student. His work has been very influential on 
my own framework and methodology. There are two specific writings of his that have helped 
me write about wil'naat'ał in academia.  
 The first is a book called People of the Robin, it is a sociological study of the 
Tsimshian people of Kitsumkalum. In this book he dedicates a chapter to describing 
wil'naat'ał and pteex and its functions in Tsimshian society.40 This is the most detailed 
                                                 
40 James A. McDonald. People of the Robin. CCI Press & Alberta ACADRE Network: 2003.  
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description of wil'naat'ał that I have come across. Though in this chapter McDonald does not 
describe the intricacy and responsibilities of wil'naat'ał as a political unit, he sets the stage for 
the reader to be able to put a name to the concept and the roles one would partake in while 
living in a Tsimshian community. Through my experience, I knew the roles and 
responsibilities of being part of a larger wil'naat'ał in the Tsimshian world, but it was not 
until I read McDonald’s work that I could put words to the concept. It was upon reading his 
work that I was able to express in writing how the wil’naat’ał works in funerals, feasts, and 
large political events, as well as being able to connect it to the structure of Tsimshian society 
at large.  
 In 2016 McDonald wrote a piece that described wil'naat'ał and its political 
implications. He had described to me that the more familiar he became with the adaawx, the 
more familiar he became with the concept. He saw it in feast halls as well, where the most 
traditionalist of Sm’gyigyet would live these connections and roles daily. In his piece 
Tsimshian Wil'naat'ał and Society, he describes the colonial process eroding traditional 
Tsimshian processes and redefined conceptions of ownership.41 In this paper the uses he 
Tsimshian communities of Kitsumkalum, Lax Kw’alaams, and Metlakatla to demonstrate 
ancestral connections and roles assumed in Tsimshian governance. I have been able to draw 
these discussions into my research as well as questions around the political concept of 
wil'naat'ał. Both McDonald and Roth voice the importance of recognizing this aspect of 
Tsimshian society, while recognizing its political implications. My hope is that my research 
adds to this discussion by providing an emic study of a specific wil'naat'ał; a study which, in 
                                                 
41 James A. McDonald. “Tsimshian Wil'naat'ał and society,” in New Proposals: Journal of Marxism and 
Interdisciplinary Inquiry; Of One Heart: Gitxaała and Our Neighbours 8, No. 1. 2016.  
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turn, would portray the adaawx, ayaawx, wil'naat'ał, wuwaap, and tribe in a way that does not 
exemplify western interpretations of political/legal relationships.  
Kenneth Campbell is a historian and was a schoolteacher in my village of Hartley 
Bay. He wrote a textbook on the Tsimshian that was meant to be used in schools, but has 
become a significant piece of literature in Tsimshian studies as a whole. The book is entitled 
Persistence and Change: A History of the Ts’msyen Nation, and offers an overview of the 
culture from pre-contact, post-contact and colonization, to the present. In his description of 
Tsimshian societal structure he provides a great description of wil’naat’ał. He describes the 
wil’naat’ał in way that the reader can make the connections to historical lineage and current 
life. Here is an example in regards to migrations: 
The descendents of these ancient travelers are wil’natał and as a result share 
hereditary rights. They like other related families, traditionally supported each other 
in feasts, funerals and other occasions. Who you are related to and where you come 
from are cornerstones of Ts’msyen organization.42 
 
The importance of this research is that it allows readers, and in this case young readers in 
schools, to see the everyday responsibilities and connections of a Tsimshian person to the 
political structures they belong to.  
 What this resource adds to my research is confirmation that the wil’naat’ał is a larger 
political piece than what is suggested, or alluded to by early ethnographers. In one instance 
Campbell uses an example where the wil’naat’ał is used as a conflict resolution mechanism 
when there is no heir to a chieftainship within one specific tribe.43 I have been told by my 
                                                 
42 Kenneth Campbell and the First Nations Education Council. Persistence and Change: A History of the 
Ts’msyen Nation. Friesens: Canada, 2005. 16.  
43 Kenneth Campbell and the First Nations Education Council, 2005. 16.  
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elders, and have heard in adaawx, that the wil’naat’ał can take the place of the local 
bloodline, as the matrilineal lineage was the most important link.44 In this case, wil’naat’ał 
becomes more than a concept but a safety net for the ongoing function of traditional systems.  
Gitksan, Nisga’a, and Nomenclature 
It is interesting to see how the literature and nomenclature has changed over time. 
The study of nomenclature amongst the “Tsimshianic peoples” deserves a study in itself. 
When researching the “Tsimshianic peoples,” I believe Barbeau had to include all three 
nations, Tsimshian, Gitksan, and Nisga’a, because with any breadth of understanding of the 
adaawx, you could not ignore that our people are more connected than not. In recent times, 
more anthropologists have been conducting research on Northwest Coast peoples, and their 
research scope has become more locally definitive, often completely overlooking how 
important wil’naat’ał ties were. While this has produced great research, a theme you will hear 
repeatedly throughout this thesis is how this research has individualized conceptions of 
nationhood and citizenship for our people. When I began this study I had hopes that it would 
take me to a place where I could do a complete study of wil’naat’ał amongst the Tsimshian, 
Nisga’a, and Gitksan. This, however, proved to be too large for a Master’s Thesis. 
Nevertheless, some literature on the Gitksan offers great examples between what the 
sm’gyigyet have said in my interviews, my experience as a member of the Ganhada phratry, 
and what others say outside of the works focused on Tsimshian. The following examples 
from a Gitksan perspective spoke to me because they demonstrate the understanding that the 
concept of wil’naat’ał is not local, but is cross cultural. This first example comes from the 
work of Richard Overstall:  
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Over time, a number of legal procedures have evolved to enable each lineage to 
preserve its unique spiritual connection with its land while maintaining the working 
House group at a size for optimal human interaction and economic production. If a 
House becomes unstable because of decreasing population, one option is to allow 
itself to fuse with another closely related House....An absorbed lineage, however, will 
remember its particular origins, adaawk and crests so that when its numbers rebuild, it 
will be able to reassert its independent identity.45  
 
Richard Daly echoes this understanding of the system, and speaks to the lack of 
understanding of wil’naat’ał in his book Our Box was Full. He states that other writings “fail 
to take the flexibility built into the Gitksan system by means of the wil’naat’ahl institution, 
whereby a depleted house often acquits itself in the feast hall with the massive assistance of 
other [wil’naat’ahl].”46 He goes on to describe how the wil’naat’ał not only had a piece to 
play in the luulgit, or feast hall, but also in many aspects of Gitksan political life.  
Erica Ball included a great example of this in her MA, through the words of a Gitksan 
Elder: “You know how a cow goes around a field, leaving a plop here and a plop there? All 
of these things are all over the field. So, all of these things are wilnaa'tahl-they all come from 
the same cow.” 47 
Unfortunately, it was hard to find examples in the literature on the Nisga’a. However 
in the book Tribal Boundaries in the Nass Watershed, Sterritt et al provide many examples of 
Nisga’a wil’naat’ał and their connections to the Gitksan from a Gitksan/Gitanyow 
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perspective.48 In general, the book speaks to the complexity of land claims in a political 
landscape of shared history, laws, and bloodlines.  
I have heard many adaawx of the connections between the Tsimshian and Nisga’a 
through my elders. Migrations, warfare, and a changing landscape have led to years of 
societal connection between the Tsimshian and Nisga’a, as well as an understanding that the 
wil’naat’ał make these connections stronger.  
These ancestral laws have been in place for millennia for a reason. By recognizing 
these laws are not secluded to one nation within the “Tsimshianic Peoples,” I hope to show 
that it is in our ayaawx to be inclusive, not exclusive, on a societal scale individualization has 
eroded certain aspects of our current society, one of the most important being those 
connections of the wil’naat’ał across the Tsimshian, Gitksan, and Nisga’a.  
Conclusion  
Since colonization and our engagement with Indian Act politics, our people often 
work with and rely on western anthropologists, lawyers, and scientists in our fight for 
sovereignty. I feel it is necessary to understand how using western tools, and applying 
western perspectives or worldviews, can affect our journey towards self-determination. There 
is not one single person, publication, or piece of literature to blame in this process. What 
needs to be addressed and recognized is the degradation of our culture when engaging in and 
discussing politics solely through a western lens. My hope is that I am able to use one aspect 
of Tsimshian culture, the wil’naat’ał, to portray traditional forms of methodology that I have 
learned from simply living in a community and listening to elders. This is the only way I feel 
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Nass Watershed. Vancouver: UBC Press, 1998.  
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I can offer a solid academic study on our people, without incorporating foreign 
methodologies.  
As mentioned in my introduction, this type of work can often be clouded in a “fog”49 
of colonial thought, whether researchers know it or not. I believe that the dependency on 
western academics working in a western system has led to misconceptions in the 
interpretation of our adaawx, ayaawx, and gugwilx’ya’ansk. This is experienced constantly 
when engaging in Indian Act politics, as we are force to twist our methods of governance and 
living to fit into a western way of thinking. As we continue to do this, Band Councils, 
researchers, and sugyigyet (the new generation) begin to believe that we must conceptualize 
our adaawx, ayaawx, and gugwilx’ya’ansk in a western way for it to be legitimate. This is 
now done unconsciously. I have witnessed this first hand in Tsimshian communities as we 
continue to draw boundaries that never existed and engage with the government on a reserve 
to nation as opposed to a nation to nation basis. Perhaps the most obvious sign that this is the 
case is how disputes, conflict resolution, and negotiations are now handled in a western way.  
Overall the literature on Tsimshian peoples provides a great deal of insight into the 
culture. But the lack of discussion around one important topic, wil’naat’ał, can lead to gaps in 
our research, and when using this research in the face of decolonization and government to 
government relations, we have to ensure that it is grounded in true Tsimshian process, as this 
is the kind of research that is used as a tool by our sugyigyet. When informing our sugyigyet 
we must give them full understanding of the functionality of our adaawx, ayaawx, and 
gugwilx’ya’ansk. 
                                                 
49 James A. McDonald. “Tsimshian Wil'naat'ał and society,” in New Proposals: Journal of Marxism and 
Interdisciplinary Inquiry; Of One Heart: Gitxaała and Our Neighbours 8, No. 1. 2016. 2. 
 
 48 
Chapter Three: Methodology 
My university education led me to a fascination with Indigenous politics and social 
structure. This curiosity and passion is directly translated into my relationship with my 
community and our goals of self-determination and cultural revival. Current methods of 
government to government relations have been largely influenced by colonial politics. The 
colonization and erosion of the hereditary/traditional systems of Indigenous peoples on the 
coast has led to colonial habits in our everyday political methods. I have witnessed this as a 
house, clan, and community member, academic researcher, a band employee, and as an 
elected Band Councillor. Because I have witnessed this first hand, my curiosity in research 
and decolonization has led to a re-evaluation of our everyday methods of governmental 
political process.  
In this chapter I address my methodology. Methodology is not a new concept to 
Indigenous people. Our people had different words, ideas, and approaches to this concept. It 
has continuously been exercised in our culture. In order to have the research best reflect what 
is lived Indigenous process and pedagogy, I felt I had to describe in writing my own 
Tsimshian methodology. 
Merriam-Webster defines research methodology as “a set of methods, rules, or ideas 
that are important in a science or art: a particular procedure or set of procedures.”50 At first it 
was hard for me to define this concept on my own terms. In order for me to know how to 
communicate methodology in writing I had to be able to express it in my own cultural 
context. I decided I had to find my own meaning of methods. When applying the definition 
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mentioned above to Tsimshian life one can identify Indigenous process and pedagogy. In 
attempting to define Indigenous methodologies, it helped to conceptualize methodology itself 
as a process, set of steps, protocols, or laws, to achieve an answer/outcome to a question or 
conflict. When it comes to conflict resolution and problem solving, Tsimshian people had 
very strict processes, ranging from socio-political settings to spiritual contexts. Prior to 
introducing my Tsimshian methodology, I will describe how both ethnography and 
autoethnography will be key methods throughout this research, and how they work within an 
Indigenous paradigm.  
Ethnography 
Within the discipline of anthropology, ethnography has been used to conduct research 
with Indigenous peoples for decades. Ethnography has allowed me to conduct academic 
research rooted within my own Indigenous paradigm. LeCompte and Schensul define 
ethnography as a systematic approach to learning about the social and cultural life of 
communities and institutions.51 Ethnography takes the position that cultural constructions of 
human behavior are locally specific and variable. LeCompte and Schensul state that all 
research is informed by particular worldviews or perspectives, and these are called 
paradigms.52  
The recognition of cultural bias is necessary in academic research, especially in the 
field of Ethnography. In his book Becoming Tsimshian, Chris Roth states: “The ethnographic 
literature on the Tsimshianic-speaking peoples in some sense replicates American 
                                                 
51 Margaret D. LeCompte and Jean J.  Schensul. Designing and Conducting Ethnographic Research: An 
Introduction. “Ethnographer’s Toolkit, Second Edition.” Toronto: Alta Mira Press, 2010.1.   
52 Margaret D. LeCompte and Jean J. Schensul. Designing and Conducting Ethnographic Research. 
“Ethnographers Toolkit, First Edition.” Toronto: Alta Mira Press. 1999. 41. 
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anthropology as a whole.”53 He goes on to explain how Northwest Coast ethnography has 
grown throughout the years, with beginnings in a very skewed worldview and detachment 
from communities, to researchers living in and being from communities. My hope is to add a 
branch to this academic relationship between Tsimshian peoples and ethnography. I hope that 
my cultural perspective will bring insight and reflection to those reading it, and perhaps 
another perspective on how Indigenous people can do research within their own 
communities. I believe this framework, rooted in ethnography and Indigenous research, 
benefits the practice of all Indigenous methods in academic arenas. It provides an example of 
using Indigenous research to further the process of decolonization, as well as representing the 
laws, protocols, and way of life that my teachers, both cultural and academic, want to be 
present in my work  
 My ethnographic work takes an emic approach to the research topic. I am able to 
learn in the community, conduct interviews, and analyze past and present data as an insider 
of the population being studied. This is another key aspect of ethnography that fits into my 
Indigenous methodology. An emic approach, as alluded to earlier, does not try to break or 
mitigate irreversible cultural bias, but uses it in the most ethical way.  
Ross Hoffman discusses a similar approach in his doctoral thesis, stating that: “There 
are theoretical perspectives and methodological approaches found within naturalistic inquiry, 
oral history, and ethnography that are congruent with Indigenous research.”54 Ethnography 
allows for Indigenous methodologies to flourish within them. Hoffman goes on to state that 
                                                 
53 Chris Roth. Becoming Tsimshian: The Social Life of Names. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2008, 
7.  
54 Ross Hoffman. “Rekindling the Fire: The Impact of Raymond Harris’s Work with the Plains Cree” (PhD 
diss., Trent University, 2005) 231.  
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ethnographic methodologies have incorporated the ontology and epistemology of Indigenous 
knowledges successfully since the 1980s. 
Within this section I must recognize my research partners. Each community and all 
the clan members I interviewed acted as my research partners. The Indigenous knowledge 
will be coming directly from them, deriving from the community and territories of which 
they are a part. In an Indigenous sense, knowledge is communal. Therefore, I must create a 
good relationship with the communities where the interviewees live. Castellano discusses this 
in the context of a community member working with community knowledge. Each and every 
member has equal authority to interpret reality and happenings on a communal level.55 The 
same goes for collective knowledge having the right to legitimize the knowledge and 
protocols I am discussing. She also states the ultimate test of the validity of knowledge is 
whether it enhances the ability of people to live well.56 From my experience, this teaching is 
congruent with our adaawx and ayaawx, and reinforces the very purpose of why we continue 
it through gugwilx’ya’ansk (process).  
There is an inherit connection between land, knowledge, community and Indigenous 
research. Dr. Manulani Aluli Meyer explains: “Land is more than a physical place. It is an 
idea that engages knowledge and contextualizes knowing… Land is more than just a physical 
locale; it is a mental one that becomes water on the rock of our being.57 As Tsimshian people, 
our epistemology is derived from the territory of the Wil'naat'ał, and our relationship with 
that land is matrilineal and political. Our political identity is derived from our matrilineal 
                                                 
55 Marlene Brant Castellano. “Updating Aboriginal Traditions of Knowledge”, In Indigenous Knowledges in 
Global Contexts: Multiple Readings of our World. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000. 31. 
56 Marlene Brant Castellano, 2000. 33. 
57 Manulani Aluli Meyer. “Indigenous and Authentic: Hawaiian Epistemology and the Triangulation of 
Meaning” in Handbook of Critical and Indigenous Methodologies, ed. Norman Denzin, Yvonna S. Lincoln, and 
Linda Smith. London: SAGE publications, 2008. 217-232. 219. 
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values and philosophies. The Tsimshian pedagogical process follows the same process. 
Meyer also asks how this understanding of land inspires our research. 
 Indigenous research has been given room to speak in many academic arenas because 
of ethnography. The in-depth connections and ways of thinking Meyer discusses could not 
have developed without having the room to express Indigenous knowledge coming from an 
emic perspective, and ethnography enables these forms of knowledge to be brought into the 
scholarly world. My interpretations of Tsimshian knowledge, teachings, pedagogy, and 
protocol make up my Tsimshian methodology, and it sits beside a history of ethnographic 
study. This is a history that I can analyze and critique, so that my research can portray the 
deep understanding of Tsimshian life that my elders have presented to me.  
Autoethnography 
I am conducting this research through a Tsimshian lens, as a Ganhada of the 
Tsimshian people, therefore much of my reflection, conclusions, and comparisons come from 
a place of lived experience. I have based this aspect of my research on what is called 
autoethnography. Carolyn Ellis is well-known for her work on this topic. She describes 
autoethnography as “an approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and 
systematically analyze (graphy) personal experience (auto) in order to understand cultural 
experience (ethno)”. 58 
It is essential for my research to tell an experiential story. In the Tsimshian world, 
politics and law are guided by stories. These stories give insight to and allow us to express 
our world view. Ellis states: “Scholars became increasingly troubled by social science’s 
                                                 
58 Carolyn Ellis. The ethnographic I: A methodological novel about autoethnography. Walnut Creek, CA: 
AltaMira. 2004. 
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ontological, epistemological, and axiological limitations.”59 Autoethnography allows for a 
writer to reflect on lived events and cultural experience to draw conclusions about the topic 
at hand.  
Autoethnography became a legitimate research method because it is rooted within a 
research methodology. The researcher is not just telling their story to be heard,60 they are still 
following a set of methods. This is very relevant in a Tsimshian context; elders do not pass 
down adaawx and ayaawx through story just to speak. They do it under a set of protocols and 
processes, gugwilx’ya’ansk, that have been in place for millennia, to ensure that information 
is lived and learned by younger generations. Autoethnography becomes a tool to strengthen 
the reflection and analytical aspect of pedagogy. It allows the speaker and the listener to 
reflect and learn.  
Most of my autoethnography is fueled by my relationships with the world. These 
include relationships between myself, my wil’naat’ał/Ganhada sm’gyigyet, and academia. 
This discussion does not represent Indigenous or Tsimshian people as a group, but takes 
Tsimshian worldview and conceptions of governance to a defined scope of academic 
research. My personal experience has become just as important as any literature I have 
included in my literature review.  In turn, my own lived experience also becomes the most 
influential knowledge base of my research, and makes autoethnography a main aspect of this 
research. 
 I am currently in a crucial stage in my life as a young man. In our society, I am 
shifting from being trained and guided by my wilksi’waatk (paternal clan) to becoming a 
                                                 
59 Carolyn Ellis, Tony E. Adams, Arthur P. Bochner. “Autoethnography: An Overview” Historical Social 
Research 36, no.4 (2011): 273-290.273-274.  
60 Carolyn Ellis, Tony E. Adams, Arthur P. Bochner, 2011. 276. 
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politically active member of my maternal house. This progression from wilksi’waatk to 
predominantly working with my wil’naat’ał has led me to take a politically responsible title, 
and put up my own Feast to legitimize my role and work in the community.  
This process has taken years, as the wilksi’waatk have taught me adaawx (oral 
histories), ayaawx (law), and ways of living off the land. The experiences, knowledge, and 
teachings that have been handed down from my wilksi’waatk have been a basis for me to 
effectively navigate, understand, and critique research on Tsimshian society and politics. I 
feel it is important to recognize that the strongest and most influential knowledge I have 
come across has been in my upbringing by my wilksi’waatk, and this knowledge base will be 
used and referred to regularly throughout this thesis.  
This is a general description of the responsibilities I take on by being born into a 
wil’naat’ał. An overall understanding takes a lifetime and I recognize this. My knowledge is 
minimal compared to many of the elders I have learnt from. However, I have to carry what I 
have learned with me and utilize these teachings in any of life’s undertakings, which in turn 
strengthens Tsimshian pedagogy and process. Adams and Ellis state that the act of writing 
our own autoethnography strengthens interpersonal ties and relationships.61  When I write 
about my journey as a learner, I am telling the story of my elders, and their processes as well. 
Autoethnography is another way to translate communal knowledge, lessons, and teachings 
through story. This is what makes our methodology real and practiced, and also makes 
autoethnograpic discussion on pedagogical process appropriate.  
                                                 
61 Tony Adams and Carolyn Ellis. “Trekking through autoethnography.” In Qualitative Research: An 
Introduction to Methods and Designs, ed. Stephen Lapan, Marylynn Quartaroli and Frances Julia Riemer. pp. 
189–212. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2012. 189. 
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Indigenous Research and Indigenous Research Methods 
I would not be writing about Indigenous research methodologies if there was not an 
existing groundwork of amazing Indigenous research. Indigenous research is not just 
research that comes from Indigenous people.62 It is done in congruence with the communities 
we work in and there is an inescapable connection between researcher and community, to 
which the purpose of the researcher is to deconstruct and decolonize methods that have 
limited those being studied.63 In her article, What is Indigenous Research?, Cora Weber-
Pillwax discusses several steps in her methodological framework that become a “practice” 
for Indigenous research. These steps work together to create a methodology that “enable[s] 
and permit[s] Indigenous researchers to be who they are while engaged actively as 
participants in research processes that create new knowledge and transform who they are and 
where they are.”64  
 I have taken these concepts and applied them to Tsimshian ways of knowing and 
learning. In order for me to “be who I am while actively engaged in a research process that 
creates and transforms,”65 it is necessary for me to be on the land. That is the beginning of 
our pedagogical process as Tsimshian people, and as discussed with Meyer’s example, the 
language, laws, and spirit of our people is rooted from within that place. When I am learning 
with our elders on the territory and in the Feast, I am engaged as a researcher and member of 
my community. By applying that learned knowledge to academia and research I see 
transformation that leads to decolonization, which is why I have decided to situate this work 
within an Indigenous, specifically Tsimshian, paradigm and methodology.  
                                                 
62 Cora Weber-Pillwax. “What is Indigenous Research,” Canadian Journal of Native Education, 25(2)(2001): 
166-174. 167.  
63 Cora Weber-Pillwax, 2001. 170.  
64 Cora Weber-Pillwax, 2001. 174.  
65 Cora Weber-Pillwax, 2001. 174. 
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For years, Linda Smith has been at the forefront of the discussion of Indigenous 
methodologies. As shown in figure 3 below, Smith makes connections between self-
determination and aspects of healing for the Indigenous researcher and community. I would 
like to refer to this diagram that she has entitled “The Indigenous Research Agenda”.66 
 
                                                 
66 Linda Tuhiwai Smith. Decolonizing Indigenous Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples. London 
and New York: Zed Books, 1999. 117.  
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Figure 3: Indigenous Research Agenda, as described by Linda Tuhiwai Smith 
This model speaks to the interconnectedness of Indigenous research and 
decolonization. As mentioned above, it is my responsibility as a researcher to strive to 
actualize the goals, values, and determinants of decolonization represented in this diagram 
through my research, each of which should encourage healing, decolonization, 
transformation, and mobilization as shown above.  
Cree scholar Shawn Wilson states that “we need to move beyond an Indigenous 
perspective in research to researching from an Indigenous Paradigm.”67 In his article on 
Indigenous research methodology he states that in order to do research from an Indigenous 
paradigm, we must come from a place of Indigenous ontology, epistemology, methodology, 
and axiology.68 I would like to describe how I come to each of these four themes within my 
own research.  
The ontological and epistemic thought comes from my elders and sm’gyigyet. They 
were brought up in a time when Sm’algyax was the dominant language, when ayaawx and 
adaawx were more relevant than any western laws, and they lived with the land according to 
the seasons. This has influenced how they think, speak, act, and learn. In turn, this influences 
how they have taught me. I believe because of this, Tsimshian ontology and epistemology is 
present in our relationship as teacher and learner. And the fundamentals of a Tsimshian 
paradigm are present in how they transfer knowledge.  
                                                 
67 Shawn Wilson. “What is Indigenous Research Methodology,” Canadian Journal of Native Education, 
25(2)(2001): 175-179. 175. 
68 Shawn Wilson, 2001. 175. 
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Methodology speaks to the transfer of knowledge. I mentioned earlier how I see 
methodology as a way to problem solve, and that the Tsimshian have had these methods 
since time immemorial. These methods make up the pedagogical process, or 
gugwilx’ya’ansk. I will explain this concept further later in this chapter. However, the basis 
of this Indigenous paradigm, is that the process of learning is rooted within an ancient 
practice of passing down knowledge.  
Wilson describes axiology as the cultural morals and values, ethics, and contribution 
that research has to offer. My goal is to ensure that the axiology is influenced by the 
teachings I have been given. This has allowed me to understand how some interpretations of 
Tsimshian society carry colonial baggage and further the “colonial fog” that surrounds our 
current governance systems.  
As stated in my introduction I will carry out this Indigenous research by specifically 
addressing the disconnect between traditional Tsimshian society and the shortcomings of 
current literature. By incorporating Indigenous methods used by past researchers, I can 
tangibly measure how well my methodology fits into the framework provided by others such 
as Smith, Weber-Pillwax, and Wilson.   
Tsimshian Methodology 
For the Tsimshian learner, the majority of processes are learned and actualized by 
living with the community. Specifically, this is under the guidance of the waap with 
influence of the wil’naat’ał. This is why I am choosing the wil’naat’ał as a political 
theme/body/concept to guide my work. In Tsimshian political life you are responsible for, 
and have a say in, the political process of your waap or wil’naat’ał. It is a rarity that a 
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wil’naat’ał of a specific clan would have the jurisdiction to impede on another’s political 
decisions, unless they were directly asked to or affected by it. Therefore, I do not want to 
breach any protocols by discussing adaawx that are separate from my own. However, 
regardless of wil’naat’ał, all of our political processes are guided by the same three themes 
that I refer to in the introduction; adaawx, ayaawx, and gugwilx’ya’ansk. I will now describe 
how they fit into my methodology.  
The adaawx are our oral histories. This word is translated into English as “true 
tellings.” They are accounts of influential historical events that often led to a new set of 
protocols, values, and forms of conflict resolution. This is the purpose of the adaawx being in 
place, so we do not forget who we are, but at the same time remain fluid and changing for the 
better. It instills an ongoing precedent for solving social issues.  
The ayaawx, are the laws that are a result of the adaawx. They are lived every day 
and are both political and spiritual. They are institutionalized but also exist in a person’s 
psyche. For example, ayaawx are exercised in all facets of life; they can depict where we 
hunt, who we sit beside in a potlatch, or who we decide to have tea with in the evening. For 
me, a part of practicing the ayaawx is engaging with my wil’naat’ał in this research, and that 
is because of the shared adaawx that has made us a political unit. The ayaawx represents our 
morals, values, and guidelines in this life.  
Gugwilx’ya’ansk is the process of passing our way of life on to future generations. As 
mentioned in the introduction, this word is translated into English as “for all time 
walking/distribute.” This ties the methodology together, as it is the ongoing pedagogical 
process for an individual, wil’naat’ał, or nation. Gugwilx’ya’ansk can be seen in the Feast 
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Hall. There is a responsibility for the wil’naat’ał to teach a person to hunt or fish, to tell the 
adaawx, and in this case, participate in interviews for this research.  
These three major themes have become Tsimshian political methodology. Applying 
these three aspects to my research methodology happened quite naturally, as it does when 
applying these themes to any political issue in Tsimshian life. Analyzing the adaawx, comes 
in the form of both lived experience and ethnographic, archival, and community based 
research. The majority of my understanding has come from elders’ ancestral knowledge 
being passed on in traditional settings. The ayaawx give me, as a researcher, a set of ethics to 
follow when conducting this work in both academic and non-academic settings. Finally, as 
mentioned earlier, the gugwilx’ya’ansk is the entire pedagogical process that I experience.  
Interviews 
In the process of doing this research, I conducted 6 interviews, each with hereditary 
leaders of the Ganhada pteex. They represent 3 to 4 different wil’naat’ał, yet have historical 
accounts and relationships with each other.69 As mentioned above, I limited interviews within 
my own pteex to follow Tsimshian protocol and methodology. Each of these leaders has been 
trained throughout their lifetime to be knowledge holders and representatives of their waap. 
My goal was to interview an assortment of Ganhada sm’gyigyet, each representing their own 
house and several different villages. The population was chosen based on ties and recognition 
in the traditional system, and was guided by my elders and the Ganhada sm’gyigyet I was 
interviewing. These protocols and laws have been lived for millennia, and not following 
                                                 
69 Depending on the accounts of adaawx, and how the community interprets them, these Ganhada could actually 
represent 2 or 3 different wil’naat’ał, having a common ancestor thousands of years ago. However, this is 
dependent on the source. When I state 3 to 4, this is representative of how the Sm’gyigyet I interviewed 
presented these relationships to me.  
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them properly in this process could impact me and my family for a lifetime. In this sense, 
following them properly could strengthen my future steps and journey in this way of life.  
Each of these sm’gyigyet was given the choice to use their Hereditary title, English 
name, or both. The interview was designed to pull out themes of wil’naat’ał connections and 
political responsibilities between pteex and wil’naat’ał. I was fortunate to have previously 
known many of the sm’gyigyet through traditional Tsimshian life.  
I conducted semi-structured interviews that lasted between 30 and 120 minutes in 
which I asked a series of questions in order. Often participants would answer multiple 
questions at once. When that occurred, I would not ask the questions they had already 
answered earlier in the interview. I transcribed all of the interview audio recordings. 
As required with UNBC and any qualitative research with human subjects, the 
interview process, structure, questions, and interviewee consent forms were approved by the 
UNBC Research Ethics Board (REB). Any participants were notified of the UNBC REB 
protocols, and were given the option to review transcripts, and aspects of interviews used in 
this thesis, and be removed, or remain anonymous at any point of this study.  
Interview Questions 
1.  Why do we have Clans? 
2. How does being in a Clan affect your everyday life? 
3. What does the word Wil’naat’ał mean to you? 
4. Does your Ganhada adaawx connect into the adaawx of other villages? Other Nations 
(E.g. Gitxsan/Nisga’a/Haida)? 
5. How do Ganhada adaawx affect or create a sense of identity? 
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6. How has this relationship changed since contact? 
7. How and in what ways has the Hereditary/Clan system been affected by the Indian 
Act?  
8. What aspects of Tsimshian life taught you about adaawx, ayaawx, wil’naat’ał? 
Literature and Data Analysis 
 I set up the interviews in a way that would complement the literature on which I 
relied. The literature I relied on most was archival material that was originally recorded by 
Marius Barbeau and William Beynon. I focused on their accounts of Ganhada adaawx, 
specifically those relevant to the sm’gyigyet I interviewed.  From here I was able to analyze 
three different perspectives of politics, law, and wil’naat’ał. The first was my own knowledge 
and bias that I bring to the research. The second was the accounts and descriptions recorded 
by past and present ethnographers. The third, and most important, was how the current 
Ganhada sm’gyigyet conceptualize the relationship between these aspects of Tsimshian 
society. These will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter of my thesis.  
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Chapter Four: Results 
This chapter presents the analysis of my experience as member of the Ganhada pteex 
(phratry) engaging and learning from knowledgeable Ganhada sm’gyigyet (chiefs). As 
introduced earlier in this thesis, I conducted interviews with 6 Tsimshian sm’gyigyet, most of 
whom I have worked with in cultural settings. The first section of this chapter will focus 
solely on the results of my interviews. For the latter part of this chapter, I will pair the 
interview analysis with an autoethnography. This personal reflection will incorporate my 
lived experience as a Ganhada in different political situations and finding my own “political 
identity.”  
Each of these two sections is guided by the three core research questions I referred to 
in the introduction: 
1) In what ways do the interviews speak to waap (house), wil’naat’ał (matrilineal 
bloodline), and pteex (phratry)? 
 
2) How does a waap, pteex, or wil’naat’ał affect the sm’gyigyet’s identity? 
3) How does pedagogical process shape political responsibility in their everyday life?  
 
Interviews 
In summarizing the data on clanship, wil’naat’ał, and political identity, the results are as 
follows: 
1) In what ways do the interviews speak to waap, wil’naat’ał and pteex? 
As discussed in previous chapters, there are very specific differences between the 
matrilineal moieties of Tsimshian society, those being waap, wil’naat’ał, and pteex. Each 
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sm’gyigyet was implicit in his description of these three structural groups. It was made clear 
that each of these political bodies bleed into each other, and depending on the context of the 
political discussion, setting, or issue, and each could be inclusive or exclusive of one another. 
Most of this is learned through traditional settings. As societal structures, waap, wil’naat’ał, 
and pteex are more inclusive of each other, whereas in discussions with the sm’gyigyet there 
were a few times where roles within them, belongings (tangible such as traplines, crests, and 
wealth and intangible such as adaawx and responsibilities to other communities), and rights 
were mentioned as being exclusive. Most of the time, exclusiveness depends on context and 
differs from case to case, and their inclusiveness speaks to a larger political identity that I 
originally set out to highlight in this research. 
 I will start this section by discussing one of the most detailed examples of wil’naat’ał 
that I came across throughout this research. This example is between a Ganhada wil’naat’ał, 
made up of different wuwaap, one from of the Gitk’a’ata and the other from Gitxaała. These 
two Ganhada waap share an origin story, certain hereditary names, and have held very close 
ties for thousands of years. In the early 1900s the Gitk’a’ata Ganhada were near extinction, 
so the sm’gyigyet arranged a marriage to repopulate them with the Gitxaała Ganhada. The 
wil’naat’ał they chose was the aforementioned group that had a shared origin and history for 
millennia. These political marriages happened regularly in Tsimshian society, as wil’naat’ał 
seems to be necessary to keep social security within a matrilineal system of inheritance, 
especially during times of population change. In this case, the physical moving between these 
communities was not new for these Ganhada, as recollected in both the adaawx (oral history) 
and recollected histories. The following is an example of how these two sm’gyigyet, from the 
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wuwaap mentioned above, shared some their thoughts on the subject of waap, wil’naat’ał, 
and pteex. 
Upon asking Wii Hai Waas, Arnold Clifton, the head Ganhada of the Gitk’a’ata 
“what is the importance of a clan?” he simply responded “Well it is the territory.”70 There is 
an inherent connection between a Tsimshian person and their territory through the matriline. 
This is well known in communities and throughout Tsimshian literature. He continued to 
describe the importance a sm’ooygyet has to look after the territory; however, he connected 
his duties as a sm’ooygyet to territories predominantly known as those of another village. 
This was not a claim to other territories, but recognition that he held other social 
responsibilities. At this point I understood that it was not just about pteex, but after further 
discussion, it became clear that he was talking about social responsibility stemming from 
stewardship of land and extending to the social responsibilities existing within a bloodline.  
Wii Hai Waas stated that whenever he visited Gitxaała, the sentiments from the 
sm’gyigyet were always around and welcoming him home.71 For him it seemed this “home” 
was not geographical, but existed within this bloodline. When he speaks of the neighboring 
house of Dzogmgishaaytk of Gitxaała, he does not speak of them as an “other,” but as an 
extension of himself. In most socio-political cases, stories of his involvement with large 
decisions within the waap suggest he is involved.72 
                                                 
70 Arnold Clifton; Wii Hai Waas. Interviewed by Spencer Greening, December 11, 2016. 1.  
71 Arnold Clifton; Wii Hai Waas, 2016. 10. 
72 Arnold Clifton; Wii Hai Waas,. 2016. 6,7.  
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In the interview with Sm’ooygyet Dzogmgishaaytk of the Gitxaała Ganhada, Timothy 
Innes, he explained a very similar take on these responsibilities. He stated his matriarch was 
Wii Hai Waas’ Aunt.73 In western society, she would not be considered a very close aunt, 
though in a Tsimshian context this is the not the case. Her title as a matriarch gave her huge 
responsibility of living the role of “aunt” or “mother” between both villages, including the 
traditional roles of decision maker, teacher, etc. It is clear that Dzogmgishaaytk had 
responsibilities to the territory that belonged to that hereditary name within the the Gitxaała. 
What would not be obvious to an outsider would be the strong socio-political connection 
between these two chiefs because of wil’naat’ał. When asked what wil’naat’ał meant to him, 
he stated that it was the backbone of the society. Specifically, the women who created this 
backbone, to which he confirmed was the line that carried the adaawx.74 I also asked what the 
importance of a clan was to him, and his response suggested that it was a larger connection to 
society, comparing it to the use of numbers and status cards by western governments.75 
Dzogmgishaaytk implied clan systems keep order and discourage conflict, while in most 
cases the wil’naat’ał are given responsibility for specific legal/political issues, and depending 
how big or local the issue, it can then transfer it to the waap.  
I gathered from these sm’gyigyet that the pteex connected us to a society that is much 
larger than what we may interact with on a regular basis.  When speaking to our relationship, 
he saw us as a part of the same political unit. He stated: “I'm not different, you're not 
different from me…You know, when you tell me where you come from, ‘cause your 
                                                 
73 Timothy Innes; Dzogmgishaaytk. Interviewed by Spencer Greening, December 2, 2016. 2.  
74 Timothy Innes; Dzogmgishaaytk, 2016. 18,19. 
75 Timothy Innes; Dzogmgishaaytk, 2016. 3. 
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ancestors have done the appropriate protocol.”76 In this case he is implying that the ones who 
have been teaching me are doing it in the right way, because in my own pursuit of knowledge 
I sought out my wil’naat’ał. In searching out and knowing your wil’naat’ał, you find yourself 
and your identity situated in a much larger socio-political setting, and these large familial 
connections are of great value to the Tsimshian. He made it clear that these intertribal 
connections are really missing from our feast hall teachings today, as communities become 
more individualized. 
It is a privilege to be able to work both personally and professionally with these two 
sm’gyigyet, as their relationship is exemplary of wil’naat’ał in action. The historical ties 
between these communities are strong, ancient, and ongoing. It sheds light on some of the 
questions I hold around the topic. I have heard elders speak of wil’naat’ał relations as if they 
were a part of a nuclear family, even though they may have not been that closely related for 
thousands of years. For example, if sm’ooygyet x was a brother to sm’ooygyet y in the 
adaawx countless generations ago, they may still refer to each other as brothers in a current 
context. In one sense, this aspect of home, belonging, or identity does not solely exist in a 
chronological, geographical, or contemporary form; but a large part of it exists in ancient 
bloodlines. Wii Hai Waas spoke to this when discussing the origin of his name, stating that it 
came from another territory, the same place of Dzogmgishaaytk.77 Just like any human 
culture, the Tsimshian have adapted to change long before settler contact. In this case, the 
adaawx and ayaawx (law) put forth a path where the Ganhada of these territories would 
continue under correct protocol. Because of this, Wii Hai Waas currently lives and is the 
                                                 
76 Timothy Innes; Dzogmgishaaytk, 2016. 7.  
77 Arnold Clifton; Wii Hai Waas. Interviewed by Spencer Greening, December 11, 2016. 5. 
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steward of a different territory in a different tribe. This example is indicative of the 
relationship between these three matrilineal societal structures, waap, wil’naat’ał, and pteex, 
as they set the road map for society, yet leave room for the non-static nature of any human 
culture.  
From these two interviews, I gathered the following sentiment. Politically, it seems 
like wil’naat’ał was meant to incorporate social/legal ties across what we now call “nations,” 
while at the same time maintaining an understanding of where you come from, which 
includes honoring that place and story. The adaawx puts forth the story and the relationships 
to honor, while the ayaawx tells you how to honor them. In current society, we can strive to 
follow these guidelines. Though we do not see these relationships honored in all places, these 
sm’gyigyet have really shown how following Tsimshian tradition stresses the importance of 
interconnection and relationships, especially in a colonial context where there is external 
pressures that encourage individualism.  
The wil’naat’ał complements these relationships by placing more specific 
responsibilities and ties on to matrilineal lineages that share a common ancestor/origin 
throughout the coastal political landscape, while being situated comfortably in a larger 
political body. By utilizing familial ties this system creates cohesion and security on a larger 
scale.  
  Sm’ooygyet Niiskimass of the Gilutsaaw, Richard Inkster, spoke of the relationship 
between the Ganhada of the Gilutsaaw and the original Ganhada of Kitsumkalum, the house 
of Xpi Laxha. Both of these sm’gyigyet are living on the reserve of the Kitsumkalum First 
Nation today. In his story he tells of how the Gilutsaaw Ganhada originate from the Laxgyels 
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area78 (known as Lakelse Lake in English). At the height of cannery industry on the 
northwest coast, they, like many Tsimshian from up the Skeena, lived in and were considered 
to be from the ancestral village site of Port Essington or Spaxsuut. While living there, they 
upheld their political responsibilities such as feasting, potlatching, and stewardship of land.79 
After Spaxsuut had several fires, people settled into reserves from which they respectively 
came. However, the house of Niiskimass was brought to Kitsumkalum through an arranged 
marriage between the matriarch of the house of Niiskimass, Rebecca Bolton, and Mark 
Bolton from Kitsumkalum. This, in turn, moved the people of the house of Niiskimass to the 
Kitsumkalum reserve while still having stewardship in their respective traditional 
territories.80 Niiskimass described this detailed history in his interview. I do not feel I am in 
the appropriate position to discuss those details, I will discuss the relationship between waap, 
wil’naat’ał, and pteex. 
In Wilson Duff’s folders of rewritten fieldnotes from William Beynon, it is stated 
quite clearly that the house of Niiskimass originates from Laxgyels, however there is no 
absolute understanding of who they may be related to, or who their wil’naat’ał could be. One 
informant states that Niiskimass is related to a Tsimshian Ganhada group from Kitimat.81 
What I would like to focus on is how this relationship gives us insight into the relationship 
between waap, wil’naat’ał, and pteex, when Ganhada of different backgrounds live together 
but they do not share a common origin.  
                                                 
78 Richard Inkster; Niiskimass. Interviewed by Spencer Greening, December 3, 2016. 5. 
79 Richard Inkster; Niiskimass, 2016. 2. 
80 Richard Inkster; Niiskimass, 2016. 5. 
81 Wilson Duff. “Tsimshian Files, Folder 92 – Origins By House,” in Wilson Duff Fonds. Archival holdings of 
the Museum of Anthropology, University of British Columbia.  
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The relationship between the Ganhada house of Niiskimass and the Ganhada house of 
Xpi Laxha is different from the example highlighted above where two tribes, Gitk’a’ata and 
Gitxaała recognize a common ancestor/origin, and thus share specific responsibilities 
amongst each other. When confronted with the question of when the pteex gets involved or 
not, Niiskimass described the story of the newly found political autonomy of their house. 
However, in this case they reside on the same reserve. Niiskimass made it clear that there 
was overlap in some of the political duties of the two Ganhada houses in Kitsumkalum. An 
example of this would be helping out in the luulgit (feast) if one Ganhada house is hosting. 
The way it was explained to me was that when it came to specific political decisions, the 
decisions would be made by the people whose bloodline it directly affects. When I use the 
term bloodline, I am keeping in mind that territory, names, and overall rights are all attached 
to it. The Ganhadas who do not come from this bloodline could support, and often it is more 
preferred and legitimate to get their support, but they are not necessarily the key decision 
makers.82 The key theme that I picked up from my discussion with Niiskimass is that 
geographical proximity does not impose political responsibility or shared political identity, 
and often wil’naat’ał is the main influencer in those arenas. In those arenas, therefore, there is 
a defined line of political independence. 
There is a general acceptance of comradery, support, and acceptance of those who 
share the same pteex. It seems the pteex implies, or has the power to ensure, solidarity when 
members of the same pteex do not come from the same wil’naat’ał. Two sm’gyigyet spoke of 
how the pteex enables people who belong to a pteex outside of the community, or 
                                                 
82 Richard Inkster; Niiskimass. Interviewed by Spencer Greening, December 3, 2016. 14. 
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wil’naat’ał, to be adopted into a lineage and to become politically active within the 
community into which they married.83 84 
 I hope this discussion sheds light on how political identity and responsibility comes 
with knowing your wil’naat’ał. It is not my intention to create a list of protocols and 
processes of which to follow if you are engaging with another house of the same clan. My 
intention is to shed some light on the intricacy of understanding the different forms 
matrilineal bloodlines that exist in Tsimshian society.  
2) How does a waap, pteex, or wil’naat’ał affect the sm’gyigyet’s identity? 
When I am discussing identity, I am situating it as a “political identity”, an idea I 
introduced earlier in this study. My goal in this section is to shed light on how being a leader 
of the Ganhada has affected the identity of the sm’gyigyet and how they relate to Tsimshian 
political life and societal structure.  
 When speaking to Algm Xaa, Murray Smith, from the Gitwilgyoots tribe he stated: “The 
name Murray Smith has no history…But when I talk about Algm Xaa [it refers to] 
supernatural powers (the name’s connection to the spirit world)... [and] the head of the house 
of Algm Xaa.”85 When it comes to political identity, what is key is how Algm Xaa’s identity 
is inherently connected to a waap, and thus a matriline and territory, as well as a history in 
which he is referring to the name’s connection to supernatural powers.86 
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84 Innes, Timothy; Dzogmgishaaytk. Interviewed by Spencer Greening, December 2, 2016. 13. 
85 Murray Smith; Algm Xaa. Interviewed by Spencer Greening, March 2, 2016. 2.  
86 Murray Smith; Algm Xaa, 2016. 2.  
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 He also states that at one point in his life he never felt like he had an identity until he 
was connected to the name which upon receiving it, situated him politically within a house 
and territory.87 This relates to how all the sm’gyigyet I interviewed described the matrilineal 
social groupings as a connection to Tsimshian society at large. In this case, if it was not for 
the connection, Algm Xaa would have never felt like he would have been connected to any 
society, let alone Tsimshian society.  
 Almost every sm’gyigyet shared the sentiment that identity was connected to their 
matriline, whether it was waap, wil’naat’ał, or pteex. Algm Xaa stated that at the core of his 
identity is his matriline.88 He remembers his mother specifically telling him to always 
remember where he comes out of and that he is a Ganhada.89 Today he feels whenever he 
speaks or acts, he is coming at it from the place of being a Ganhada,90 as he is never separate 
from the waap he represents, the people within it, and the territory of which he is a steward.  
 Relationships between the person and their waap, wil’naat’ał, and pteex are serious. 
Niiskimass pointed this out by discussing the topic of adoptions. The process of adoption 
would not only affect one’s political identity, but would also affect basic human relationships 
with siblings, parents, and grandparents. He spoke of an adoption in his family where one of 
his aunties was taken into a different house at a young age, and since that adoption the 
majority of the community did not make the connection that his two aunties were born 
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88 Murray Smith; Algm Xaa, 2016. 6. 
89 Murray Smith; Algm Xaa, 2016. 7.  
90 Murray Smith; Algm Xaa, 2016. 7. 
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sisters.91 The implications of this adoption, including a lifetime of working with a different 
pteex, meant that the younger generation of the community did not know that the two sisters 
were in fact sisters from birth. This speaks to how influential the matrilineal system is in 
Tsimshian life, and how traditional politics shapes worldview and everyday reality.  
 To further his point, Niiskimass confirmed what I had been told by many of my 
elders, that when you are adopted you are physically and metaphorically removed from your 
matrilineal line. Once that is done you have a new mother, grandmother, and matrilineal 
aunts and uncles. He stated that he did not understand how serious it was until he witnessed it 
in a feast, where a family was moved to tears while the new house removed an adopted man 
from his matrilineal family and put him into a new house.92 
 It is key for us to understand how the waap, pteex, and wil’naat’ał contribute to a 
person’s identity. The waap, pteex, or wil’naat’ał are not just a physical place for the 
individual. Being situated within these bodies elicits ancestral, emotional and spiritual 
connections.  
There are ancestral connections through bloodlines, and historical events and 
relationships; emotional connections to the community, whether it is small large, local or 
non-local, that you interact with on a day to day basis and spiritual connections through the 
Tsimshian process of passing down names93, title, and connection to land. When you 
acknowledge the physical, emotional, and spiritual connections the matriline brings to one’s 
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life, it is easy to see how influential it can be on a person’s worldview and the path they walk 
in this life  
3) How does pedagogical process shape political responsibility in their everyday 
life? 
Everyday Tsimshian life looks different now than it did in the time of my 
grandfather’s generation, and even more so than life prior to contact. However, our adaawx, 
ayaawx, and gugwilx’ya’ansk (process) have remained intact and have assured our people’s 
path has been guided by the same principles for generations in a changing social climate. 
Because of this cultural continuity, community members still live out specific cultural roles 
that create Tsimshian life as we know it. I am interested in how political identity is formed 
through gugwilx’ya’ansk, or the process of passing down; specifically, because this process 
is a form of Tsimshian pedagogy that affects how each Tsimshian person comes to the world 
in a cultural context. Their experience with gugwilx’ya’ansk has created a specific 
epistemology where everyday lived experience with family, land, water, and neighbors 
shapes their relationship with the world. 
After completing the interviews, I was keen to highlight gugwilx’ya’ansk as a form of 
pedagogy, and how it creates political responsibility in everyday life. This was due to the fact 
that each of the sm’gyigyet I interviewed had unique pedagogical processes, that all stemmed 
from a place of matrilineal upbringings. These processes shaped what responsibilities these 
sm’gyigyet have, to whom they have responsibility, and the roles they have in traditional 
society.  
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Those familiar with our adaawx, ayaawx, and gugwilx’ya’ansk know of the 
relationship between matrilineal aunts and uncles and the upbringing of their nieces and 
nephews. Every sm’gyigyet I interviewed spoke of this relationship when it comes to passing 
down knowledge and finding their place in society.94 Growing up, it was normal for these 
knowledge holders to be on the territory and in the home learning from their matrilineal 
elders. Kinship groups were very close, and as political bodies they acted as one in the day to 
day events of life, such as the harvesting and preserving food, helping people to build homes, 
or taking care of the sick. Sm’ooygyet Wiit’is, Allan Robinson, referred to his memories as a 
child where he stated the Gitk’a’ata people took pride in being compared to the tisłh, the sand 
piper, because when one moves, they all move as a unit.95 
When trying to understand how I could represent the relationship between 
gugwilx’ya’ansk  and wil’naat’ał, I found the ties between the houses of Dzogmgishaaytk 
and Wii Hai Waas spoke loudest. For the sake of my thesis, I had the most discussion 
relating to these concepts in the interviews, as the two waap not only work closely in political 
settings, but also in matters of upbringing. Dzogmgishaaytk described how he was often 
groomed or trained in ayaawx and adaawx, by the same sm’gyigyet that groomed Wii Hai 
Waas; specifically, Wii Hai Waas’ uncle and aunt.96 According to him, this was fulfilling 
their specific hereditary responsibilities to their ancestral line. By doing this, they were 
ensuring cultural continuity in everyday life events, and keeping strong ties/alliances between 
the Gitk’a’ata and Gitxaała tribes. Both of these sm’gyigyet gave examples of their 
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responsibility to assist in feasting, memorials, and the sharing of harvested goods to each 
other’s families.  
This is yet another example of how wil’naat’ał creates a sense of political 
responsibility throughout intertribal relations. I have heard similar sentiments from other 
sm’gyigyet, but I did not find a case where the responsibilities were as prominent as those of 
the wuwaap of Dzogmgishaaytk and Wii Hai Waas. In the next section of this chapter, I will 
discuss how I have experienced this first hand as a member of Waaps Wii Hai Waas, 
working with my wil’naat’ał in different settings.  
My own Autoethnographic Journey  
I have paralleled this autoethnography with the first section of my “results chapter” 
by organizing it around the three research questions discussed above. I feel this is one of the 
most important aspects of my thesis, as it is a personal discussion/narrative around my own 
recognition and reflection of personal growth throughout this process. A central theme of this 
work has been identifying my role and place in our society. An opportunity to compare my 
own journey/story and engagement with my sm’gyigyet, communities, and the literature will 
help strengthen my understanding of my place in both traditional and academic contexts.  
4) How has my experience spoke to waap (house), wil’naat’ał (matrilineal 
bloodline), and pteex (phratry)? 
I first began to understand what wil’naat’ał meant at a luulgit in Kitimat. This luulgit was for 
the Chief of a house who shared the same wil’naat’ał as many of our Laxskiik Sm’gyigyet 
from Gitk’a’ata. I was asked to translate one of the speeches made by one of our Gitk’a’ata 
Sm’gyigyet in Sm’algyax. He was speaking specifically to the new chiefly heir and in that 
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speech there was a statement that was made that is still vivid in my mind. It suggested the 
following: “We are of the same blood and our grandmother’s lineage proves this. She was 
both yours and our grandmother. We are the same people, and because of this, when we are 
here you are our chief and when in our home vice versa.” 
The grandmother in this context was not necessarily a grandmother to the deceased 
chief in a western sense, but in the Tsimshian world she held the royal bloodline, and because 
they were of this bloodline, generations prior they shared the same grandmother. Ultimately, 
those of the same wil’naat’ał would appropriately refer to her as a grandmother. In the 
Tsimshian world, ancient familial connections are not regarded as a thing of the past, but are 
ongoing and continuously politically relevant. For example, if several sm’gyigyet were 
brothers thousands of years ago, they are still considered brothers in a current political 
context.  
When this was happening, I had little understanding on the importance of political 
bodies or responsibilities that extended outside one’s village. I was just beginning to 
understand the complexities of the pteex, wil’naat’ał, and waap. However, after hearing this 
statement I was able to sit down with my elders and ask countless questions around the 
responsibilities of the matriline outside of a village. I began to hear stories of collaboration, 
conflict, laws, and protocols; stories of entire communities sharing harvesting camps because 
of royal bloodlines bringing them together. This was the starting place for me when it came 
to something that I had not seen or recognized in the literature about my people.  
The best way to experience these intertribal responsibilities was to be involved in the 
luulgit. Being involved in the luulgit does not mean simply attending, even though there is 
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great importance and protocol between those attending a luulgit and those putting it on. The 
majority of my learning came from actively engaging with roles I held preparing and putting 
it on with my waap or wil’naat’ał.  
 In any Tsimshian political context, responsibilities held by wil’naat’ał or 
wilksi’waatk are very rigid. It made perfect sense that as soon as sm’gyigyet learnt about my 
research, they wanted to force me into these roles so I could actively learn my own 
responsibilities within my wil’naat’ał and how to be a part of and learn decision making 
processes within our traditional system. My research process and habit of asking questions 
led me to a place where I really began to see these roles play out. Throughout this thesis I 
have been a part of at least eight major luulgit or xmaas (memorial feast) put on by the 
Ganhada of either Wii Hai Waas or Dzogmgishaaytk. I also put up one feast to strengthen my 
own name.  
I am going to reflect on two specific examples, the passing of the Gitk’a’ata 
Matriarch, Margaret Semigool Reece, and the passing of Gitxaała Sm’ooygyet Ben Hill (who 
held the title Dzogmgishaaytk, prior to Timothy Innes). In each of these instances Timothy 
Innes (the current Dzogmgishaaytk), and fellow Gitxaała Sm’ooygyet of the Ganhada Sam 
Lewis, pulled me aside and explained to me why certain people where holding certain roles 
within the luulgit, and the importance of the Gitk’a’ata Ganhada working with the Gitxaała in 
these times. And in these cases, as with other Ganhada luulgit, the two came together 
naturally. Doing this in the luulgit lays out the sociopolitical relationship for all to see. The 
wil’naat’ał in this case are expressing their rights, title, and ability to exercise them together. 
Chiefly responsibilities, societal status and wealth can also be associated, inter-tribally or  
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“nationally”, throughout more than one village, within the extension of longstanding 
bloodlines.  
This leads me to my next thought. I have experienced an expression of rights, title, 
and stewardship in both a hereditary context and as a Band Councillor under the Indian Act. 
For me, this showed that the traditional sociopolitical relationship above has not been 
appropriately recognized when title is represented by the Band Council system. In Tsimshian 
society, decisions made around hereditary title directly affect the territory and a change in 
hereditary title changes who is stewarding that land. The territory is a means to sustenance, 
wealth, political power, and relationship, and a territory’s influence is not limited to the waap 
or stewards who live on it. It affects many different relationships at once. For example, it 
affects how much the family can trade with those who rely on their resourcefulness. It affects 
how much support they can offer in feasts, or it can affect how much they will have to rely 
on their wil’naat’ał, pteex, or neighboring wuwaap. Having wil’naat’ał working closely with 
you helps mitigate situations such as helping with decision making and can provide 
assistance of any kind without obtaining large amounts of debt, which would be the case for 
other pteex. From what I have witnessed in all of these feasts, the more wil’naat’ał was 
involved, the less conflict there was around decisions being made (though they may have 
taken longer), all the while making the potlatching process more efficient. When it comes to 
a Band Council’s expression of title, it is very different. Band Councils have to express 
rights, title, and governance, in western forms of law and land tenure, to people who are 
interpreting it through a western lens. In most cases, the two perspectives on rights, title, and 
governance are incompatible.  
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In engaging with Canada’s provincial or federal governments never once have I been 
able to be legitimately heard when discussing wil’naat’ał ties, roles, and responsibilities. 
However, these same roles and responsibilities are a “given” in a traditional context; as I 
experienced in any Ganhada feast I have been a part of between Gitk’a’ata and Gitxaała. For 
the most part, the Canadian government is only willing to consider our expression of rights, 
title, and territories if it does not incorporate those claimed by another village, tribe, or 
nation. This political landscape has been a catalyst for an individualistic expression of rights, 
title, or even governance. This, in turn, has encouraged conflict and dissociation amongst 
neighbors who were once, and sometimes still are very connected. 
I want to stress the importance of making decisions from the place of wil’naat’ał and 
recognition of kinship ties. It is very easy to individualize decision making processes and 
conflict resolution. But this brings up two issues for me:  
1) First, our communities are simply not “hardwired,” for a lack of a better word, to 
work in individualized decision making systems. Any time I have seen this happen, 
there has been extra conflict and defiance from the community. Our People are rooted 
in communal relationships, work, knowledge, and teaching. The individualization of 
any of these goes against how we have been taught to live.  
2) Second, we have followed traditional law for thousands of years, and as stated before, 
this law encourages inclusion over exclusion. There is a time and place for 
exclusiveness and our ayaawx tells us when to actualize it, but the importance of 
inclusiveness in our political values, such as those shown in the honoring of 
wil’naat’ał, have allowed us to survive as a people on the land as we have for 
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millennia, and it has allowed us to thrive as a people. In my experience, individualism 
has done the opposite.  
In this search for understanding my roles as a Ganhada, there has been an interesting 
relationship between my research and where I stood in Tsimshian society. The further I 
progressed with my thesis, the further I became involved in upholding traditional roles and 
responsibilities. The more I learnt about the roles, guidelines, and protocols of Tsimshian 
politics, the more responsibility I had to take on within the Tsimshian political arena. From 
here, the more responsibility I took on within my own community, the more I took on in 
other communities, specifically the wil’naat’ał that extends through other communities. I 
began to take on the roles of Master of Ceremonies for memorials and feasts, spokesperson 
on behalf of my house chief, or sometimes even tribe. I have many years of learning to 
completely understand my place in this society. However, upon finding my current role 
within the wil’naat’ał, I found my role within my village, tribe, and nation. This again points 
to how our system is naturally inclusive.  
I have been able to navigate the distinct role I play within the three large matrilineal 
political bodies within the Tsimshian, the waap, wil’naat’ał, and pteex. I have been able to 
see through the cloud of colonial fog and oversimplification of matrilineal bodies that I learnt 
through a life of interpreting literature, status cards, and Indian reserves. I believe a lot of this 
oversimplification comes from the external pressures of colonization. Understanding and 
living the complexity and inclusivity of this system has been a key piece of understanding 
my relationship with the waap, wil’naat’ał, and pteex.  
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5) How has a waap, pteex, or wil’naat’ał affected my identity? 
As mentioned in the introduction, as a child I grew up outside of my territory. 
Understanding my own identity has been a journey in itself, and inspired most of this 
research. I grew up in Wet’suwet’en territory, and spent a lot of time on the Woyenne reserve 
of the Lake Babine Nation. Around the age of four I remember trying to put pieces together 
of why I went to a school where there were only Indigenous children. A few years later I 
made the connection that I was an Indian because I had a Status Card, not that I really 
understood the implications of a Status Card, or being classified as an “Indian” under the 
Indian Act. Up until I was a teenager, I would say that my “political identity” was largely 
formed by colonial institutions, as my understanding of why I was an “Indian” was because I 
had a Status Card that stated I was a member of the Hartley Bay Indian Band.  
On some level I felt inside me that my connection to my people, or my understanding 
of that connection, was not fully developed. At its core, this thesis was built on the goal of 
understanding identity. As suggested earlier in my writing, almost all aspects of Tsimshian 
life are political. My search for identity was no different. The idea for this project came to 
life after some archival research with the late James McDonald. We retrieved my matrilineal 
lineage charts which suggested that if you go back far enough my matrilineal line comes 
from Gitksan Ganhada. This discovery was all new to me, however upon further 
investigation and questioning my great aunts and matrilineal family members, it was sort of 
common knowledge. I began to question “why could we have grown up believing we were 
Tsimshian all our lives, yet truly be from a Gitksan origin?” James McDonald responded that 
it was not uncommon and that there are systems and political bodies in place that facilitate 
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diverse connections and inclusion among coastal peoples. He was alluding to the wil’naat’ał. 
After this, I became extremely eager to find out where I truly belonged.  
I have learned that this system is flexible, not in the sense that the ayaawx is flexible, 
but we can follow the ayaawx to be flexible with inclusiveness and citizenship. Humans are 
not stagnant, and in our case families have been moving to and from communities for 
millennia. We have traditional processes and methods that support the unfailing aspect of 
travel in human life. The same was the case with my matrilineal lineage. For generations 
after a cross-community marriage, my family had been taken in by Tsimshian Ganhada and 
treated as such. In most cases, when examining the adaawx, a large amount of people who 
are the stewards of the land they reside on come from a different place of origin. As stated 
again and again throughout this thesis, this adaptability develops good, sustainable 
relationships with neighbours, which are essential for a community’s wellbeing.   
I received the name I am holding today during the first year of my graduate studies. 
In a sense, this cemented me as a Gitk’a’ata, while my other roots built relationships with 
other villages and lineages. This journey highlights how the Tsimshian process facilitates the 
movement and inclusion of people. Using myself as an example, by following the ayaawx I 
have been taught that knowing one’s identity has always been essential in our traditional 
systems. The methodology I used highlights the laws and processes that have always ensured 
that our people know who they are and where they belong.  
Having said that, there were several experiences that helped me embed my work in a 
Tsimshian process and paradigm. During this research I regularly practiced my language, 
harvested the seasonal rounds, and worked in community events, feasts, and potlatches. All 
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throughout this process I was guided by wil’naat’ał and wilksi’waatk. Considering my 
understanding of identity at the beginning of this project, to the feelings I have now, no 
interviews or literature could compare with how the guidance of the elders I worked with 
helped me grow and begin to understand such a complex topic and way of life. So much of 
this thesis has to do with my own social relationships within the Tsimshian world. Therefore, 
living in the community with the elders is, in my view, the only way for me to feel that I have 
completed what I needed to complete in this thesis.  
6) How has pedagogical process shaped political responsibility in my everyday life? 
My understanding of the matrilineal system gradually grew in stages. As alluded to 
above, growing up I had a very shallow understanding of the relationship between the 
matrilineal bodies of waap, wil’naat’ał, and pteex, and in some cases I had no understanding 
at all. There is a drastic difference when comparing my upbringing to the society in which 
most of the Sm’gyigyet I interviewed were raised; a society where many of them were taught 
by matrilineal uncles, aunts, and grandmothers from a young age.97 As children, they were 
told who to help and when, based on their pteex.98 There is no doubt in my mind that this 
affects how a child sees the world. Their pedagogy and social relationships are rooted in 
matrilineal guidance. When you grow up surrounded by the guidance of your matrilineal 
family, it affects how you understand your life teachers, family decision makers, gender 
roles, etc.  
 When I hear stories of how these sm’gyigyet were raised, it only rings more true to 
me that a part of Tsimshian pedagogy is finding yourself, which in many cases leads to 
                                                 
97 Allan Robinson; Wiit’is. Interviewed by Spencer Greening, February 22, 2016. 5.  
98 Arnold Clifton; Wii Hai Waas. Interviewed by Spencer Greening, December 11, 2016. 3. 
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decolonization. Because I was not raised the same way as these sm’gyigyet may have been, I 
have to be aware of the influence of western pedagogy I bring to these situations, and 
understand how to disable them. In turn, that practice will only guide me further on the 
journey of finding myself.  
Throughout this research, I have learnt to question my understanding of political 
responsibility and adapt it towards a Tsimshian system. Though prior to engaging with this 
research I may have understood the importance of kinship responsibilities, I do not think I 
understood the intricacies of Tsimshian protocol and process. For example, helping elders 
such as grandparents, great uncles or aunts was a given as a sign of respect to elders as a 
whole, and was a given throughout my life.  However, the distinction between where it was 
appropriate for me to help, or for how long, was definitely not part of my understanding. 
As soon as I showed an interest in Tsimshian societal systems, members of my 
community were more than happy to teach me. Naturally, most of this was done in a 
traditional manner. Learning about Tsimshian politics cannot happen without learning how to 
live with the land. A great example of this pedagogical process was with my wilksi’waatk 
(paternal lineage). They quickly began teaching me, and still do to this day, about everything 
they know about hunting, trapping, and harvesting in their territories. I do not think this is the 
place to discuss specifics, but for the sake of this research, it is important for me to recognize 
the role that the members of my wilksi’waatk traditionally hold. Because of their role, they 
have also taught when and where they can call upon me to help them, whether the situation is 
informal (such as wood gathering, hunting and harvesting, or fishing) or formal (such as 
recognition within the luulgit, or in times of passing/mourning). As mentioned earlier, my 
wil’naat’ał has been guiding me through the Tsimshian political institution of the luulgit. The 
 86 
wil’naat’ał are meant to be very hands on in this approach, which they have proven to be in 
my case. Both the wil’naat’ał and wilksi’waatk have distinct roles, but for the sake of my 
journey, these “political bodies” are key to the pedagogical process of a Tsimshian person. 
They speak to the overarching value of interconnectedness that is ever present in Tsimshian 
life.  
Upon learning these Tsimshian roles and guidelines, I began to understand where I fit 
in my own society and how and when I am responsible for these roles. From this I gathered 
many lessons and I would like to share a few sentiments that are applicable to this section of 
the thesis.  
1) Learning my roles within my society has strengthened my understanding of my 
own identity 
2) These roles, guidelines, and grounding in identity lead to a healthy responsibility 
towards my community, which in turn gives the community responsibility over 
me 
3) When individuals within the community understand their place in that society, it 
leads to balanced, effective, and healthy functions of governing.   
 
I have found that being engaged in this system has deeply affected my sense of self 
and where I fit in this society. Because Tsimshian society is so closely connected to land and 
spirit, my connection to both those aspects of life have become more clear as a result of 
understanding where I fit in my kinship system.  
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Chapter Five: Conclusion and Reflections 
 If I reflect on my pedagogical journey and the pedagogical journey many of my elders 
experienced, all of these paths led in the same direction: to a place of community and 
knowing one’s self. In this sense, life under Tsimshian adaawx (oral history), ayaawx (law), 
and gugwilx’ya’ansk (process) forces you to know who you are and what your political, 
legal, and moral responsibilities are to those around you.  
As a citizen, your obligations vary depending on context. You may have obligations 
to a waap (house), to your wilksi’waatk (paternal lineage), to your laxyuup (territory), or 
depending on the name you hold, you may have obligations to a spinaxnox (spiritual being). 
But all of these obligations and social interactions exist in a world of socio-political protocols 
that ensure that you, as a Tsimshian person, know your relationship with the beings around 
you.  
 My personal experiences, interviews with sm’gyigyet, and interpretation of the 
literature, all point to the importance of relationality within an Indigenous political paradigm. 
I like to think that the adaawx, ayaawx, and gugwilx’ya’ansk bring a person home. For the 
sake of this chapter, I would like to sum up some of the steps I took to “come home,” and 
where that interminable journey could lead me. When it comes to my present life stage, I 
often feel like I am still a child when confronted with the task of learning what my elders 
know. However, I hope this openness to and understanding of the unknown continues, so I 
can follow the same guidelines to pursue knowledge as I did throughout this thesis.  
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Incorporating Indigenous Methodology  
 Leanne Simpson wrote: “Decolonizing our processes and turning to our ancient ways 
is one way of maintaining a distinct cultural identity in the face of an increasingly globalized 
world.”99 As stated earlier in my thesis, I understand methodology as a process to solve a 
problem or answer questions. And as alluded to by Simpson, the processes we used for 
millennia are those that will lead us to decolonization. This was my truth during my entire 
research process; I believe that Tsimshian processes lead to cultural continuity and 
connection. 
 I cannot emphasize enough the importance of understanding Tsimshian processes in 
the context of this research. At first it was a struggle for me to wrap my head around 
presenting my methodology, especially in an academic form. But now, I feel when I need to 
address questions or conflict, I can look to the approach I took to this research and ask the 
questions that became the basis of my methods: “What process would my people have used 
to solve this under Tsimshian law?”; and “Does it reflect the stories that contextualize that 
law?” I believe these questions, or steps, will continue to lead me to a place of grounding and 
understanding within my relationships of all those around me.  
In a world where social sciences often “other” those being studied100, Indigenous 
methodologies combined with ethnography set precedents where I could find myself more 
connected than ever by engaging with research. My methodology did this, as it forced me to 
engage with Tsimshian pedagogy. In turn, this taught me how important knowing oneself is 
in the traditional governance system, and exactly how relational this system is. By that, I 
                                                 
99 Leanne Simpson. “Aboriginal Knowledge as Process”. Unpublished Paper. 11.  
100 Leanne Simpson. “Aboriginal Knowledge as Process”. Unpublished Paper. 2. 
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mean how important relationships are, and at the core of that, how you must understand 
yourself in order to understand your relationship with those around you.  
Though a lot of this learning came in a non-academic context, it was the process of 
conducting Indigenous research that forced me to step into deconstructing colonial research 
methods and brought me into traditional research settings. This led to the many conversations 
and experiences I had in the homes, territories, and feasts of my elders that became essential 
to my role as a learner. Indigenous research is not just about adding to academia, but also 
adding to many aspects of cultural continuity within a community. It was of the upmost 
importance that this process led me to achieving the latter.  
The Literature and Data Collection  
 It was hard for me to fully understand my relationship with the literature on 
Tsimshian peoples, which I am still trying to understand today. I hope that readers 
understand the complexity of reading western interpretations of your own society, family, or 
way of life presented in the form of truth. I could not pick out a single person who is 
involved in Tsimshianic studies that I would vehemently disagree with or wish to defame. 
But my mind tends to focus on the fact that we are an ever-changing society, that one must 
live in to experience. When the majority of those speaking the “truths” of Tsimshian society 
do not live within our communities, it becomes uncomfortable. Even if there are no instances 
of contradiction or misinterpretation within the literature.  
Perhaps one of the weaknesses of this thesis was my relationship with the current 
literature. There is always this feeling that I could have accomplished more in the data 
collection. Yet at the same time, the purpose of this study was not to focus on current 
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literature, but to create a narrative on my society as I experience it. My experience is 
definitely not exclusive to a specific body of literature. Also, on a personal level, I believe if I 
had spent more time on the literature, I would have spent less time with my elders and 
teachers. Those elders and teachers were teaching me my political and legal relationships that 
are current, real/true, and ongoing. The formal data collection and studying the body of 
literature could not do that.  
In fact, it should be stated that the most influential aspect of “data collection” 
throughout this process was not scouring literature or conducting interviews, but engaging 
with these sm’gyigyet in traditional settings. This research deepened my connections with 
these sm’gyigyet outside the context of my thesis, which facilitated a more genuine 
experience of Tsimshian process and pedagogy.  
  While I have seen, listened to, and worked with some of these sm’gyigyet for years, 
some I have only known since I began writing my thesis. However, it is completely clear to 
me that watching how we engage with each other in Tsimshian contexts is much more 
“telling” than an interview. I would definitely suggest that a year of attending memorials, 
feasts and harvesting would give a researcher more information than a couple weeks, months, 
or years of interviews. In my eyes, it is impossible to really understand political and legal 
relations within our culture simply by reading about it, or listening to it. One may glean 
insight and knowledge from listening and reading; however, if you want to fully understand 
Tsimshian adaawx, ayaawx, and gugwilx’ya’ansk, you must live it. Not just experience it a 
handful of times, but to exist with it in your everyday social interactions. I do not see how 
you could answer these questions of socio-political relationships unless you were living those 
socio-political relationships.  
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 This thesis does not speak to the invaluable traditional environmental knowledge or 
linguistic knowledge I have had the privilege of experiencing throughout this process. I see 
this as an essential part of the data collection process as it connected socio-political/legal 
ideas to the territory and the people. This strengthened my relationship with our territory, and 
living with this territory enables a sense of place physically and socially. As stated by Peter 
Hanohano, this sense of place acts as an anchor for identity.101 
Wil’naat’ał 
 Understanding intertribal connections has been essential when attempting to 
understand my place in Tsimshian politics and law. I have stressed the importance of the 
wil’naat’ał (matrilineal bloodline) so much because it facilitates such a large part of knowing 
yourself within coastal society. As a people, we could not function proficiently if we did not 
recognize our connections to our neighbours. We as a people cannot put up walls between 
houses, villages, or nations. Understanding what wil’naat’ał means has led me to understand 
this, and where I fit wherever I am, whether that is in my village, another Tsimshian village, 
or another nation. I have genuine concern about the lack of discussion on intertribal relations, 
laws, protocols, and responsibilities in the literature that focuses on Tsimshian peoples.  
If you reflect on the importance of wil’naat’ał between Sm’ooygyet Wii Hai Waas and 
Sm’ooygyet Dzogmgishaaytk, we see how interconnected these two houses are in a current 
context because of a shared adaawx and wil’naat’ał.It also becomes clear how complex these 
political connections are when you recognize that there are hundreds of houses throughout 
the Tsimshian, let alone the Gitksan and Nisga’a. These forms of political relations and 
                                                 
101 Peter Hanohano, “The Spiritual Imperative of Native Epistemology: Restoring Harmony and Balance to 
Education.” In Canadian Journal of Native Education 23, no. 2 (1999). 206-219. 218. 
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pedagogy have made human populations on the coast more cohesive with each other and 
have created a system where both stewardship of land and stewardship of human relations are 
guided by matrilineal politics. Wil’naat’ał creates a socio-political safety net that utilizes 
inclusiveness for the continuity and productivity of Tsimshian being. It is clear that these 
ancestral teachings have been followed for the sake of healthy relationships between 
individuals, communities, and nations.  
Looking Forward  
 I would stress that when interpreting the literature, we need to keep in mind it is an 
interpretation of how our people were perceived at one specific point in time. When 
discussing stories, or interpretations of history, our people often look to the adaawx. Both 
literature and adaawx tell a story that allow us to reflect and give guidance to current 
decisions. The process of learning the adaawx versus the study of ethnographic literature, 
looks very different. One is rooted within a colonial institution and another within Tsimshian 
institutions. We can use both ethnography and oral history to recognize our ability to solve 
problems from a place of clarity, and hopefully the tools we use within these knowledge 
systems are derived from a decolonized process that supports our paradigm.  
Our people are not static, and yet I have experienced and witnessed ethnographic 
literature suggest that we are. Today, we are not how Boas, Barbeau, or Beynon, portrayed us 
in the early 20th century. Their works may hold a lot of truths, and align with much of our 
truths now, but they speak to how they saw us and how we lived in a specific time period. It 
would be absurd to suggest that we strive to live in the portrayal of ourselves in a specific 
time period. If we were to do this, it would contradict the purpose of something like adaawx, 
and the ongoing remembrance of history. Just as our adaawx speaks to how we lived in 
 93 
different places/territories and how chieftainships changed, how lineages went extinct while 
others conglomerated, our people will remain fluid with the guidance of the ayaawx.  
For too long, people who are disconnected from our communities have been 
interpreting our way of life. Many do not experience the everyday socio-political 
relationships, the weight of colonial history, or being a Tsimshian person in a colonial 
context. As stated earlier, Tsimshian adaawx and ayaawx are about understanding those 
around you, human and non-human, and how you live with them. Never will these subjects 
remain static. The ayaawx tells us how to deal with change.  
 Understanding my wil’naat’ał has led me to understand my relationship with all 
things around us, which I will stress again, is at the core of what it means to be Tsimshian. I 
hope our people can use these old values to navigate our current political and legal systems 
today. Individualism has never been at the core of our functioning political systems. 
Currently, we are feeding off of individualistic systems that promote disconnection between 
once sacred and ancestral blood ties.  
Conclusion 
As I write this final chapter, I am in my home village of Hartley Bay, working with 
my waap on the order of events of an upcoming luulgit. As we plan the Ganhada business 
that is about to take place, the house is also ensuring I understand my role as the 
speaker/master of ceremonies for this event. I would like to contrast this to where I was when 
I first began this thesis. At that time, I had just received a name, had little experience carrying 
out a feast, or being a speaker for that matter. I carried little understanding of adaawx, 
ayaawx, gugwilx’ya’ansk, and how to express those ways of living in Sm’algyax. At that 
 94 
time, I had a relationship with two of the six sm’gyigyet that I interviewed, all of which I will 
continue to have a political relationship with for the rest of my life.  
In my eyes, the pedagogy I have experienced is the essence of gugwilx’ya’ansk, the 
essence of cultural continuity and the passing down of knowledge. This research has 
facilitated each of these things. When choosing a methodology, my hope was that it would 
further the process of decolonization within myself and my community and facilitate the 
transfer of knowledge. If you look at my own experience, it is clear that these methods have 
been a catalyst for that process, and I hope that my community will state the same thing. Like 
many Indigenous researchers before me have experienced, receiving the teachings of how to 
live within my community, outside of my academic life, is when my “true education” 
began.102  
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